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The postwar history of Singapore has taken a revisionist turn in recent times, 
but these emergent histories have nonetheless failed to focus on the social 
transformations that had occurred during that time. This was particularly so for the 
period between 1954 and 1956, in which race and class consciousness were most 
heightened, as expressed and mobilized through the emergent anti-colonial 
movements. Most notably, the Chinese middle school student movement and the left-
wing trade union movement contested prevailing conditions of racial and class 
inequalities in postwar Singapore society, and attempted to rearticulate race and class 
through their shared anti-colonial motivation. This thesis is an attempt to situate these 
movements within the process of decolonization, against the backdrop of colonial 
racialization, and as consolidated under the PAP’s original anti-colonial formulation 
of multiracialism. By adopting a Critical Race perspective, the relationship between 
race and class will be explored, and the argument forwarded for the necessity of 
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Social Theory and Reality of Race and Class in Postwar Singapore 
 
Decolonization, which sets out to change the order of the world, is, obviously, a 
program of complete disorder. But it cannot come as a result of magical practices, nor 
of a natural shock, nor of a friendly understanding. Decolonization, as we know, is a 
historical process: that is to say it cannot be understood, it cannot become intelligible 
nor clear to itself except in the exact measure that we can discern the movements 
which give it historical form and content.  
 
– Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth (1968: 36). 
 
 
Introduction and Research Question 
 
 Race and class have never failed to feature prominently in the discursive and 
structural formations of Singapore society. Discursively, race has tended to over-
shadow class, especially at the level of the state where race is regarded as a socially 
divisive fact, often invoked as a warning in terms of the presumed latent racial 
tensions inherent in society. This ideological employment of multiracialism, a 
founding myth of the Singaporean nation state (Benjamin, 1976), has been fittingly 
argued to be the state’s means of social control (Chua, 2003) and discipline 
(PuruShotam, 1996). The significance of class, on the other hand, is often 
downplayed through the much repeated assertion that Singapore is a predominantly 
“middle-class society”.1 The social reality, however, is that race and class have both 
been important structural determinants in the making of Singapore society, where the 
life chances and social experiences of any individual residing in Singapore, past and 
                                                
1 In 1987, then-Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew described Singapore as a “middle-class society” based 
on the fact that more than 80% of Singaporeans owned the property that they lived in (Straits Times, 14 
August 1987, cited in Tan, 2004: 3). 
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present, have been shaped in varying degrees and forms by both race and class-based 
factors. Specifically, it has been argued that multiracialism as an ideology and policy 
has structured ethnic relations in Singapore (Hill & Lian, 1996: 91-112). Similarly, 
class, while somewhat removed from the public vocabulary, has been demonstrated to 
account significantly for the social orientation of Singaporeans (Tan, 2004: 83). 
Politically speaking, race and class have both featured, particularly in the postwar 
period, as lines of mobilizations through which socio-political concerns were 
contested. 
 
 The question that needs to be addressed is how race and class relate to each 
other – this is a sociological concern that necessitates a historical inquiry. With regard 
to colonial Singapore, some work has been done in documenting the colonial origins 
of race and class divisions in society. Hirschman (1986), for example, locates the 
construction of race in Malaya in colonial ideology and policy, which contributed to 
the establishment and perpetuation of racial stereotypes as well as a racialized 
division of labor founded upon those stereotypes. Geographically, the settlement 
pattern as implemented from Raffles’ 1822 plan was a racial one as well, and 
subdivided along dialect groups especially for the Chinese majority. This residential 
segregation created a most distinct divide between European and Asian settlements 
(Yeoh, 2003: 38-48), as expressed through European practices of social and economic 
exclusion of the Asians (Trocki, 2006: 60-3). While research on these colonial origins 
of the construction of race and class in Singapore has been relatively developed, the 
paths undertaken in this direction for the immediate postwar period have been less 
well documented. Viewing race and class from today’s post-colonial perspective, one 
cannot simply consider the colonial construction of race and class without paying 
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attention to the transformations of these constructions through decolonization, which 
must be regarded as the period in which social inequalities along the lines of mainly 
race and class were confronted and most challenged. 
 
 The period of decolonization in Singapore, from immediately after the war in 
1945 up to the different points of self-government – first in 1959, followed by merger 
with Malaysia in 1963 and eventually full independence in 1965 – stands between the 
colonial and post-colonial periods of Singapore history. To understand postwar 
decolonization in these periodic terms needs not imply subscribing to a progressivist 
view towards history; instead, decolonization must be viewed as a moment of 
articulation between the colonial and the post-colonial.2 In the case of Singapore’s 
postwar decolonization, it was the mounting contradictions of the system of colonial 
rule that became the impetus for the emergent anti-colonial movements during the 
postwar period. From this macro-level historical perspective, the process of 
decolonization in Singapore is both the context for as well as the driving force behind 
the formations of several concurrent socio-political movements, such as the Chinese 
students’ movement and the left-wing trade union movement. These movements were 
                                                
2 This concept of articulation is adapted from Althusser’s (1969) use of the term as referring to the way 
different social formations are linked and connected together, in what he considers a complex unity 
structured in dominance. While this thesis counts little as an exercise in structuralist Marxism, it does 
borrow from the Althusserian framework that emphasizes the role of contradiction in propelling the 
development of history. My current adaptation of “articulation” is influenced by Stuart Hall (1980), 
who argues against “economic” and “sociological” perspectives (the broad terminology he uses to refer 
to perspectives that privilege economic and social factors). Articulation, for Hall, provides the 
theoretical vocabulary for understanding the interrelatedness of the two, in terms of how different 
social formations are articulated together at different points in history. Accordingly, this thesis will use 
the term articulation with a similar approach – that of expressing the ways in which certain 
interpretations of race and class are recombined and transformed through particular socio-political 
movements. Such usage deviates little from the use of “rearticulation” in Omi and Winant’s (1994) 
framework, which will be introduced later as one of the foundational frameworks used in this thesis.  
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aligned along the common motivation of anti-colonialism – the ideological position 
through which structures and representations of race and class were contested.3  
 
 In light of these theoretical and empirical concerns, the research problematic 
of this thesis aims is briefly mapped as such: race and class, as two of the most 
significant structures and discourses that have influenced the making of Singapore 
society, need to be considered in relation to their socio-historical contexts. As 
mentioned earlier, there are several research gaps that remain to be filled in the 
undertaking of this project. Theoretically, the existing academic works on race and/or 
class have failed to adequately conceptualize the relation between the two, with most 
arguments ending up as either favoring the importance of one over the other or 
treating the two as separate. Empirically, although there has been a wealth of 
literature that deals with various aspects of the history of postwar Singapore, not 
many works have dealt substantially with the way in which racial and class 
formations had emerged and developed though the various anti-colonial movements 
and considered seriously the sociological implications of these transformations. This 
has meant that while the state of postwar historiography in Singapore has taken a 
revisionist turn in recent times in challenging the political bias in mainstream 
histories, there has still been an insufficient revision of the existing theoretical and 
methodological paradigms that have thus far omitted the sociological analysis of 
contestations of race and class during this period. A review and critique of this 
literature will be covered in the next chapter, which proceeds from the theoretical and 
methodological concerns to which we now turn. 
                                                
3 While decolonization refers to the postwar, pre-independence period in Singapore’s history during 
which the colonial government was devoting its efforts to handing over the political governance of 
Singapore to a local one, anti-colonialism refers more specifically to the ideological position adopted 
by various movements, projects and parties opposing the regime of colonialism and the socio-political 
conditions it established and perpetuated. 
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Conceptualizing Race and Class 
 
 The conceptual relationship between the two concepts of race and class, each 
already problematic on their own terms, has been fiercely argued in an ongoing 
debate known to be “one of the most enduring to be found in the sociological 
literature in the field” (Mason, 1986: 9). As such, a systemization of the theories of 
race and class that have emerged from these debates is necessary for mapping out the 
existing conceptual field within which the current study is situated. Such a project 
begins by first isolating the concepts of race and class according to their respective 
origins. Only when these distinct starting points are marked and their subsequent 
conceptual trajectories traced does it become clear that any attempt at making sense of 
this spectrum of theories has to be concerned with arguments for or against the 
salience of race or class in relation to the other. These relations may then be grouped 
according to a four-fold typology, which classifies theories of race and class as 
follows: Marxist Theory, which downplays the theoretical efficacy of race by 
regarding it as determined by class; Racial Theory, which insists instead on the 
overriding significance of race by regarding class as simply a mask for race; 
Weberian Theory, which views both race and class as secondary and thus exist as 
crosscutting variables; and Critical Race Theory, which acknowledges the 
significance of both race and class structures and takes as its starting point the 
dialectical relation between the two. Although others have attempted to map out this 
field of theories (Mason, 1986; Gilroy, 1991; Banton, 1998), the following typology 
presents a systematization of ideas that privileges the conceptual roots of the ideas 
themselves, an aspect lacking in prior frameworks. 
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 The genealogical origins of race, a word first used in the 16th century in 
reference to common stock and lineage, took upon a classificatory function with the 
studies of Gobineau (2000 [1885]) and Darwin (1910 [1859]) in the 19th century. 
Inherent in these works was a hierarchical approach to race, one which found 
justification in the scientificity of their respective studies. Even though there was 
never any consensus on how many “races” there were and along what lines the 
“races” should be divided, race continued to be treated as natural – something which 
had only begun to be seriously challenged in the 20th century. Today, the notion of 
race as social construct carries the greatest weight academically, although the 
disconnect between this and the everyday regard for race as natural continues to 
prevail.  
 
 This brief conceptual trajectory of the origins of race stands in contrast to that 
of class, which shares none of the tension between the biologically natural and the 
socially constructed, but has in common the characteristics of difference, exclusion 
and inequality. Augustine Thierry, hailed by Marx as the “father of the ‘class 
struggle’ in French historiography” (Marx, 1975 [1854]: 472), used class to explain 
the type of conflicts that arose from conquest. That element of conflict most certainly 
influenced Marx’s own conception of class, which was characterized by differences in 
ownership of means of production, and the nature of class conflict that ensues from 
this. Weberian conceptions of class, while not stressing as much its conflict 
component, injected into the concept of class a distinct sociality rooted in the idea of 
differentiated life experiences in a multi-layered, hierarchical system of social 
stratification. In short, the concepts of race and class have evolved through history, 
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with their shifting meanings and applications contributing to the problematic nature of 
their present conception, definition and theoretical efficacy.  
 
Two key intersections, however, may be observed between these conceptual 
trajectories of race and class. One such convergence is the propensity for both 
concepts to become expressions of relations of subordination, domination and 
exploitation. The historical conception of race indicates a shift from the natural, 
inclusive notion of generational unity to that of hierarchical classification, which 
subsequently formed the basis for the idea of racism. For class, this is evident in both 
the Weberian emphasis on the inequality of life chances and the Marxist focus on 
relations of exploitation. Today, race and class are therefore no longer conceived as 
static tools of classification, but rather active social determinants of life outcomes. 
The tendency here is to privilege either Marxist Theories, which emphasize the 
exploitative relations of modern capitalist society and thus view race relations as 
exploitative and reducible to relations of class, or Racial Theories, which choose to 
focus on the primacy of race as the root of inequality, in doing so casting these 
relations of class as subordinate to race in terms of significance.4 
 
 A second key point of convergence is the much-debated interrelationship 
between the concepts of race and class themselves, which is arguably a varying one 
depending on historical, political and social circumstance, as well as the theoretical 
position adopted. Hence, although race and class refer respectively to the very 
separate fields of the natural and the material, their interrelationship may be observed 
from one perspective, as intersecting and combining as separate systems of 
                                                
4 This formulation of the race/class debate may be seen as a refinement of earlier attempts (Hurst, 
1972; Durant & Sparrow, 1997) to compare the class and race perspectives that seek to determine 
which dominates over the other. 
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classification and stratification to produce different types of social groups, and from 
another, as more deeply involved in a mutual relationship of reinforcement or 
antagonism. These opposing positions correspond respectively to Weberian Theories 
and Critical Race Theories, where Weberian positions tend to favor structural 
explanations of social stratification and differentiation through intersecting factors of 
race and class, while Critical Race Theories negotiate instead the fluidity and 
dynamism of these concepts in producing new social realities, or transforming 
existing ones. Taken together, these two convergences of conceptions of race and 





 The view of race as a function of class is upheld through a Marxist 
interpretation of the class dimension embedded in race relations in capitalist society. 
In Caste, Class and Race (1948), Cox argues that relations of race, as marked by a 
distinct consciousness of racial difference, are in fact relations between the exploiter 
and the exploited. This was in reference to the relationship between the Whites and 
Blacks in America, one that was legitimated and sustained by a racist ideology of the 
Blacks’ innate degradation and degeneration. For Cox, racism has to be distinguished 
from intolerance, in that while intolerance results in the intended destruction or 
removal of a racial group from society, racism instead wills that a subordinated racial 
group be kept intact for the purposes of continuing its exploitation of it (Cox, 1948: 
400-1). This implies that racial antagonism is in fact part of the class struggle, a point 
that Cox makes by insisting that because it had emerged within the overarching 
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context of the capitalism, it must have “developed concomitantly with the 
development of our modern social system” (ibid: xxx). Thus, while Cox’s argument 
does not rule out the possibility of racial antagonism emerging from other conditions, 
the historical occurrence of the development of capitalism cannot be ignored as the 
primary condition through which racism developed. This bears resonance with the 
colonial legacy of the racialization of Singapore society, in which the racial division 
of labor was constructed and upheld under the capitalist system introduced through 
colonialism. 
 
 While Cox’s strictly Marxist view has since given way to neo-Marxist variants 
that address the problems of economic reductionism, many explanations of racially 
exploitative social orders like apartheid-era South Africa (Maylam, 2005) have been 
explained well using the Marxist framework. The strength of such Marxist Theories 
lies in unmasking the false naturalization of racial difference that have been used in 
legitimating racial subordination and exploitation, although therein lies its weakness 
as well. Among Marxist theorists, the shortcomings of this economically reductionist 
view has been increasingly recognized, predictably as a result of mounting critiques 
of the material determinism embedded in classical Marxist theory itself, and more 
directly via the call for a relocation of contemporary race and racisms from their 
economic contexts to their broader social, political and cultural realms (Hall, 1980). 
This has led Marxist theorists to consider the possibilities for broadening their 
framework beyond the economic sphere to the more generalized sphere of politics, 
and to allow space for instances in which racial conflicts need not take the form of 
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class struggle (Wolpe, 1986). The theoretical heterogeneity of Marxist readings of 




 The use of the term “Racial Theory” needs to be accounted for. While it is 
generally understood as a broad category for theories of race,6 the current adoption of 
the term is made with reference to theories of race and class that argue against 
Marxist Theories, adopting the Marxist rhetoric but reversing its logic by framing 
class issues as nothing more than masks for deeper, underlying racial issues. Such 
Racial Theories, which privilege such a racial viewpoint, may be seen to emerge in 
contrast to the materialist Marxist view and the idealist view of the naturalization of 
racial difference as irrational. One such proponent is Goldberg (1993), who dispels 
the myth commonly held by Marxists that contemporary racism belongs to the past, 
along with the misguided view of it as “socially anomalous, as unusual, an individual 
aberration or institutional hangover placed in check as soon as its occurrence is 
noticed” (ibid: viii). Instead, Goldberg argues for the salience of race and racism 
today as manifest not only in those actors and practices deemed politically incorrect 
or racially intolerant, but also as deeply internalized in prevailing social structures and 
externalized through rationalized discourse and practice. He challenges the tendency 
to equate race with class, arguing that it mistakenly assumes race as empty (1993: 70). 
Instead, he projects class as one of the masks of race, as part of the larger argument 
for the location of race inside contemporary discourse and outside the reductionism of 
its overemphasized class conception. 
                                                
5 See Solomos, 1986. 
 
6 Banton’s Racial Theories (1998) is one such example. 
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 Together with Bonilla-Silva (1997), who argues for the salience of racial 
structures in their own right rather than as epiphenomenal as Marxists would regard, 
Goldberg and other Racial Theorists adopt an overall privileging of race over class 
relations, a position that sets itself apart from Marxist Theories of race and class and 
establishes for itself an explanatory advantage in accounting for both non-class 
foundations of racial formation as well as predicaments of class relations that can only 
be understood as subordinate to race relations. However, although Racial Theories 
have advanced contemporary scholarship on race and racism beyond certain 
limitations of the Marxist Theories, they nonetheless fall short of adequately 
reconciling the notions of race and class and developing the theoretical connection 
between the two, for it is often not simply an issue of which dominates over the other, 
but how the two are related. This is precisely the issue the following two groups of 





 Early attempts to conceptualize race and class together produced what may be 
termed a Weberian approach to treating race and class as crosscutting variables. As 
mentioned earlier, the Weberian conception of class, while retaining a material base, 
explains social inequality not via the dialectics of the Marxist class struggle, but in 
terms of stratified levels of society that express hierarchies of unequal life situations. 
When conceived alongside a similarly hierarchical classification of race, the approach 
of viewing both race and class as concurrent crosscutting analytical concepts emerges. 
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This was pioneered in the work of Warner (1936), who distinguished between the 
concepts of class and caste in American society, reserving the term caste to refer to 
the relations between prevailing positions of the Blacks and Whites, and regarding 
class as intersecting across both Black and White communities. For Warner, 
differences in caste are more distinctively characterized by inequality of resource 
allocation and life chances, whereas class difference, while similarly rooted in 
inequality, allow for a greater degree of flexibility and social mobility, as enabled by 
the possibility of interclass marriage, for example. With this antithetical framing of 
caste and class, Warner provides an explanation for the material gulf between the 
races as well as the stratification observed within racial groups by explaining how the 
two exist side by side. 
 
 Like Cox’s work, Warner’s conceptions of class and caste has since been 
severely criticized as well (Banton, 1998: 118). His framework, however, has been 
refined in other Weberian Theories of race and class (Blalock, 1967), and popularly 
adopted in studies of Southeast Asian societies as plural in racial and economic terms. 
Brown (1994) regards this as a one-dimensional adaptation which treats racial and 
cultural categories as constituting a set of ‘vertical’ pillars of society, which are likely 
to be crosscut, to varying degrees, by the ‘horizontal’ distinctions between the 
different socio-economic strata relating to income, status and occupation” such that 
the individual is “faced with competing affiliations” (ibid: 207). In these applications, 
race and class are treated as structures that influence identities and attachments which 
are competing and at times conflicting, and therefore, such approaches to race and 
class consider not so much the possible interrelationship between race and class than 
the separateness and coexistence of the two. Even if we are to view the Weberian 
 13 
approach as attempting to balance the effects of both race and class, it is still of 
limited theoretical value in treating race and class as largely autonomous factors in 
social inequality but not explaining the relationships involved that produce it. 
 
 
Critical Race Theories 
 
Critical Race Theories, in comparison, embrace most readily the theoretical 
space for fluctuations between relations of mutual reinforcement and antagonism in 
the dynamics of race and class. These theories often retain a particular critical neo-
Marxist element alongside a nuanced focus on language, discourse and representation 
(Lee & Lutz, 2005: 10) and an unmistakable emphasis on the interrelatedness between 
the concepts of race and class, as often influenced by Gramscian theory (Goldberg & 
Essed, 2002: 6-7). Paul Gilroy’s (1991) work is one example. Beginning with a 
critique of Marxist theories for not dealing adequately with the autonomy of race from 
class, Gilroy conceives of the relationship between race and class as mediated by 
political conditions. This allows for a study of the interplay between the two, in which 
a combination of the processes of causality, competition and conflict are shaped by 
concurrent political and economic processes. Gilroy’s approach to race and class thus 
heralds the emergent view of the fluid interaction between concepts of race and class, 
and ushers in the increasing emphasis on the interrelationship of race and class 
“without assigning a necessary priority to either” since the two are mostly “mutually 
reinforcing” (Fredrickson, 1981: xx-xxi).7 
 
                                                
7 This has been reiterated by other proponents of similar approaches who consider “race and class as 
always inextricably connected, two moments in the same structuration” (Bhattacharyya et. al., 2002: 
34) and as intertwined histories (Sivanandan, 1990). 
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 The implication of this conceptualization of the fluid interplay between race 
and class is the broader development of some postmodernist views of race, racisms 
and anti-racisms, a direction charted by Lee and Lutz (2005). In their edited volume 
of essays, the Critical Race approach is championed in their emphasis of multiple and 
overlapping identities and subject positions as enabled through a focus on discursive 
structures (ibid: 11). This is particularly evident in Rattansi’s (2005) contribution to 
the volume, in which the fluctuating relationship between race and class is explored in 
contemporary British society. Through what Rattansi terms a postmodern frame, the 
ambiguities and complexities of race and class relations are elucidated – the 
phenomenon of Black communities in Britain predominantly occupying the lower 
reaches of class structure as indicative of the correspondence between race and class 
is balanced with the observation of how aspirations to “middle-classness” often 
correlate to a weakening of commitment to “Blackness” (2005: 53, 55). Critical 
Theories of race and class thus excel in unraveling the complexity of relations 
between the two, providing tentative ground for diagnosing problems of racism but 
offering no simple answers (Rattansi, 1994). The strength of Critical Race theories 
thus lies in the emphasis they place in actively reconceptualizing the relationship 






 It becomes evident through this brief systemization and evaluation of existing 
theories of race and class that Critical Race Theories offer the broadest scope for a 
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critical conceptualization of relations of race and class, although it would certainly be 
too hasty to conclude that this theoretical paradigm represents the only way forward. 
To begin with, it exists more as an alternative approach rather than a fixed theory. The 
work of Goldberg (1993), for example, while incorporating arguments that class 
exists as a mask for race, does so while also embracing the Critical Race perspective. 
Also, there exists valuable theoretical work which one would struggle to place within 
the existing typological framework.8 What this means is that rather than represent any 
particular theory of race and class, Critical Race Theory signifies above all a new 
paradigm for approaching and conceptualizing the relationship between race and 
class. 
 
 One important conceptual framework that deserves greater attention within 
this Critical Race perspective is Michael Omi and Howard Winant’s (1994) racial 
formation perspective. Conceptually, it adheres to the Racial Theories approach by 
arguing against an epiphenomenal treatment of race, especially in prior theories that 
have reduced race to a function of ethnicity, class or nationalism. However, the 
authors assert the conceptual relevance of race, doing so through a perspective they 
term “racial formation”, which is defined as the “sociohistorical process by which 
racial categories are created, inhabited, transformed, and destroyed” (Omi & Winant, 
1994: 55). These processes take place through “racial projects”, which are 
“simultaneously an interpretation, representation, or explanation of racial dynamics, 
and an effort to reorganize and redistribute resources along particular racial lines” 
                                                
8 One example would be Wallerstein’s world-systems paradigm which argues incisively that “[t]here 
cannot be für sich class activity that is entirely divorced from people-based political activity” 
(Wallerstein, 1991: 85), where “peoplehood” comprises the interrelated concepts of race, nation and 
ethnicity – a concept that proves useful in historical situations where the concept of race alone is either 
too limited or problematic. Wallerstein’s concept of peoplehood will be used later in Chapter 4 to refer 
to the Chinese students’ conflation of race, ethnicity and nation. 
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(Ibid.: 56). The ongoing process of racial formation is thus situated in the ideological 
and structural work exercised through racial projects.  
 
 Two significant theoretical contributions may be observed in this racial 
formation perspective. First, it provides the analytical tools for studying processes 
which may not be commonly identified solely as “racial” ones, but nonetheless 
involve an interpretation and transformation of the meanings and uses of race. For the 
purpose of this thesis, the challenge is relating the notion of racial formation to the 
parallel emergence of class formation, without reducing one to the other or treating 
them as separate and unrelated. Second, the approach that Omi and Winant adopt in 
their racial formation perspective is a balanced one in treating race as “a matter of 
both social structure and cultural representation” (Ibid.: 56). This is a methodological 
approach that may be applied to both racial and class formations, where their 
connection is often expressed through a dialectical relationship between structure as 
informed by ideology, and structure as informing ideology. In both contributions, the 
racial formation perspective proves central to theoretical framework employed in this 
thesis, which is concerned precisely with the concurrent processes of race and class 
formations. 
 
 While Omi and Winant’s racial formation perspective provides an anchoring 
theoretical structure, the work of Gilroy – based on the British context as compared to 
the former’s American one – opens further theoretical possibilities for the 
conceptualization of the relationship between race and class. For example, Gilroy, 
like Omi and Winant, has critiqued the existing theoretical literature in this field, 
focusing particularly on Marxist readings that have treated the issue of race as 
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epiphenomenal and as subsumed under the class struggle. Against this, he proposes 
that the main problematic should in fact be 
 
the manner in which racial meanings, solidarities and identities provide the basis for 
action [in a way that] they are not conceived as a straightforward alternative to class 
struggle at the level of economic analysis, but must be recognized to be potentially 
both an alternative to class consciousness at the political level and as a factor in the 
contingent processes in which classes are themselves formed” (Gilroy, 1991: 27).  
 
For Gilroy, this exists more as a research question than a theoretical conclusion, and 
while he explores these possibilities through the lens of the cultural and political 
representations of the Blacks in Britain, these propositions spell out the possibilities 
of explaining race and class in postwar Singapore as well. In essence, the challenge 
issued by Gilroy is that of considering the historically specific situations in which 
either race or class presides over the other, as well as the relation between the two, 
such as when race becomes a mobilizing factor in class formation. As he clarifies, this 
is not a case of crudely replacing class with race or ethnic politics, but rather an 
appreciation of “the complex interplay between struggles based around different 
forms of social subordination” (Ibid.: 28). 
 
 Central to the theoretical framework based on Omi and Winant’s and Gilroy’s 
works is evidently the political conceptualization of the concurrent processes of racial 
and class formations in terms of conflict, antagonism and struggle. For Omi and 
Winant, the concept of hegemony is used to explain the relationship between racial 
formation and politics, as well as the means of articulation between race and other 
axes of inequality like class. This notion of hegemony is applied specifically to their 
case study of America, where it is argued that the racial politics of the state has 
shifted from racial dictatorship to hegemony. In this case, racial dictatorship – the 
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coerced imposition of a system of institutionalized racism - characterizes the period in 
which America was a European colony and much of its subsequent history as an 
independent nation when non-whites were eliminated altogether from politics. 
Hegemony, on the other hand, became a feature of the historical process towards 
racial democracy, initiated through the civil rights movement in the 1960s. While 
institutional racism and racial inequalities have been far from eradicated, Omi and 
Winant argue that racial hegemony best describes and explains the complexity of 
racial politics today. 
 
 Such use of the concept of hegemony is based on Gramsci’s original 
formulation of it, which emphasizes the process by which states rule based not on 
coercion alone, but by securing the consent of the masses, this being an ideological 
process involving negotiation, resistance and the incorporation of the interests of the 
masses by the ruling elite. When Omi and Winant use their racial formation 
perspective to assert that race and class-based political opposition “necessarily takes 
shape on the terrain of hegemony” (Omi & Winant, 1994: 68), they are most certainly 
adopting the Gramscian approach in locating the role of ideology in “organiz[ing] 
human masses, and creat[ing] the terrain on which men move, acquire consciousness 
of their position, struggle, etc.” (Gramsci, 1971: 377). The struggle between the 
hegemonic state and these race and class-based movements is therefore an ideological 
one, with an ongoing negotiation between the interests of the state and the groups 
mobilized and represented through these movements. The ideological work of these 
political movements involves a process of rearticulation, which may be defined as: 
 
a practice of discursive reorganization or reinterpretation of ideological themes and 
interests already present in the subjects’ consciousness, such that these elements 
obtain new meanings or coherence. (Omi & Winant, 1994: 195) 
 19 
 
The political opposition to hegemonic rule of the state thus occurs not simply via a 
straightforward resistance to prevailing social structures and state ideology, but 
through the political process of rearticulating race and class in society. 
 
 Gilroy adopts a similarly political conception of race and class formation, 
particularly in his reformulation of class formation in light of existing Marxist 
conceptions of it. He draws from Adam Prezworski’s (1977) idea that class struggle 
should be more broadly defined, breaking away from the economistic definition of 
class by Marxists to looking at class formation as contingent on political conflict and 
struggle. For Gilroy, such a conception of class formations allows for a class-based 
analysis even in situations where actors identify themselves on the basis of race rather 
than class. In essence, he argues that class struggle is not simply a struggle on the 
level of mode of production, but that it unifies heterogeneous struggles in a broader 
movement when fostered through a shared political language. This expanded view 
towards class parallels the contribution of Omi and Winant’s work, through which the 
conception of racial projects allows for the study of movements that need not identify 
themselves solely on the basis of race but yet are engaged in the political work of 
rearticulating race in relation to class.  
 
 Bringing together the two works within the Critical Race perspective, several 
theoretical directions may be applied for the development of this thesis. First, race and 
class will be approached neither in their formalized and prescribed forms (such as in 
administrative categories) nor simply in their common sense usages (with race, for 
example, often equated with ethnicity) although such everyday uses have to be taken 
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into account nonetheless. Instead, racial and class formations, following Omi and 
Winant’s and Gilroy’s conceptions, will be treated as mobilized and articulated 
through socio-political movements that challenge prevailing social structures and 
representations that tend to dominate, marginalize or exploit on the basis of race 
and/or class. Second, the Critical Race perspective demands that the processes of 
racial and class formations are treated not as separate, unrelated movements but as 
overlapping and interrelated ones. As such, the fluid interplay of both, along with 
other mediating factors like ethnicity and nationalism, needs to be emphasized and 
elucidated. Third, as Omi and Winant’s work has stressed, there is an equal need to 
attend to both structure and representation, in terms of how both are challenged and 
rearticulated through racial and class formations, and how both determine the political 
bases of the respective formations.  
 
 The question of empirical context and theoretical applicability remains, 
though, in considering the degree to which the critical race perspective developed by 
Omi and Winant and Gilroy may be applied to the context of postwar Singapore. Omi 
and Winant’s work addressed the specific American case from the 1960s to the 1990s, 
while Gilroy’s work was based on the British case, covering the historical period 
between the 1970s and the 1980s. Indeed, there are distinct differences in context that 
cannot be ignored, such as the historical origin of the color line and slavery in the 
United States, and the defined class structure of Britain, which must be viewed 
differently from the multicultural, post-colonial context of postwar Singapore. While 
the empirical conclusions of these works – such as Omi and Winant’s (1994: 174 
n.43) point that race and class do not coincide neatly in segmenting American society 
and Gilroy’s (1993: 223) argument that class analysis in Britain should be 
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reconceptualized in light of race – are not necessarily applicable to the Singapore 
case, the theoretical frameworks and the analytical vocabulary employed in both 





 Apart from its contribution to the theoretical framework of this thesis, the 
work of Gilroy also incorporates the argument that because of the flexibility of the 
meanings of race in its deployment in various political struggles, it has to be treated 
primarily as a social and political construction with much ideological work required 
in maintaining different forms of racialization. Such a recognition leads Gilroy to 
stress how it is “important to compare and evaluate the different historical situations 
in which ‘race’ has become politically pertinent” (Gilroy, 1991: 38). This argument 
has greatly influenced the concern of this thesis for locating historically the political 
pertinence of race and class in the period of decolonization. Empirically, it is posited 
that the relationship between race and class as articulated through the postwar anti-
colonial movements is best elucidated by identifying and delineating the precise ways 
in which individual actors involved in the movements interpreted race and class, 
mobilized their respective movements along those lines and attempted to rearticulate 
existing social structures and contest prevailing racial and class-based representations.  
 
 The method adopted in this study thus comprises analyzing the first hand 
accounts of the activists in these movements – a perspective that has been lacking in 
mainstream accounts that approach history largely through the eyes of a national elite 
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or by accepting the official version of history. This approach resonates well with the 
theoretical and methodological position of the Subaltern Studies project in India, 
which challenges the privileging of the bourgeois-nationalist accounts of the elites. 
Such elite accounts “represent Indian nationalism as primarily an idealist venture in 
which the indigenous elite led the people from subjugation to freedom” (Guha, 2000: 
2), whereas proponents of the Subaltern Studies project advocate, in response, a 
“history from below” or a “politics of the people” paradigm. One way that this 
“politics of the people” may be extracted is through the privileging of oral history 
accounts by individuals who participated in these movements, or who had witnessed 
first-hand the events involved.  
 
 Oral history has been increasingly recognized as having “a significant impact 
upon contemporary history” in its inclusion “within the historical record the 
experiences and perspectives of groups of people who might otherwise have been 
‘hidden from history’” (Perks and Thomson, 1998: ix). In the postwar Singapore 
context, the history of the people relies greatly on the oral accounts of the students 
and workers, especially in terms of their response to decolonization in their political 
struggles (Chew, 2005: 57). As the primary source of data for this thesis, these oral 
history accounts are crucial to establishing the experiences and perspectives from 
which the politics of race and class were contested in postwar Singapore. For this 
project, most of the oral history accounts to be used were obtained through the Oral 
History Centre (OHC) of the National Archives of Singapore (NAS), particularly 
from one of the pioneering projects initiated by the centre titled “Political 
Developments of Singapore, 1945-1965”. Many of the interviewees consist of former 
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student activists, trade unionists, as well as leaders and members of political parties 
during that period.  
 
 The NAS (2007) has documented the methodology of this oral history 
interview process in terms of how the interviews are planned for and conducted. In 
each project, the project coordinator is responsible for drawing up a detailed interview 
outline as a guide for the trained interviewers. In terms of procedure, individuals are 
interviewed, usually over several sessions if necessary, based on either an 
autobiographical or topical approach or a combination of both, sometimes with the 
use of memory aids like photographs or newspaper cuttings. The interviewers 
themselves would be prepared to conduct validity checks, which are intended to 
“determine the consistency, authenticity and reliability of the oral history account” 
(NAS, 2007: 44). A competent interviewer, from the viewpoint of the NAS, is one 
who is “able to probe and uncover the significance of an event, the motivation behind 
a person’s actions and even unexpected or unrecorded facts”, with such information 
contributing to the “‘richness’ of oral history” (Ibid.: 4). 
 
 Several concerns have been raised over this research method, two of which 
Hong and Huang (2008) highlight. First, the OHC’s approach appears overly 
dismissive of accounts deemed as flawed when compared to existing established 
historical facts. They argue, citing Alessandro Portelli’s (1991) own intriguing work 
on the inherent subjectivity of oral accounts, that “oral history tells us not just what 
people did, but what they wanted to do, what they believed they were doing, and what 
they now think they did” (Hong & Huang, 2008: 71). This approach suggests that 
while factual accuracy is crucial, what has been established as official history needs to 
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be interrogated by the subjective accounts of participants and vice versa. Second, 
there is the tendency for the interviewer to impose his or her a priori version of 
history, rather than allow the subjective account of the interviewee to stand, and for 
existing sanctioned versions of history to be upheld rather than for the oral account 
itself to inform the building of history. In addition, the state’s investment in the OHC9 
must be recognized as having an influence not only on the topics deemed fit for public 
discussion, but also on the willingness of individuals to speak or to instead engage in 
self-censorship (Loh, 2007: 15).  
 
 These considerations have to be recognized as limiting factors in the use of the 
NAS’ oral history accounts as primary data, alongside other practical limitations, such 
as the absence of any detailed catalog for the “Political Development of Singapore 
1945-65” project and a lack of transparency over who has been interviewed and the 
total number of reels for interview (Huang, 2007: 26). These critiques, however valid, 
cannot be the reason for discrediting or neglecting the accounts of the interviewees. 
From my own experience with listening through many of these reels, the data 
collected from these recordings have largely been spontaneous, with the interview 
method allowing for extended elaborations and sidetracking without interruption. The 
interview recordings are available as archived verbatim, which allows the researcher 
to understand which historical facts were being debated. Also, the fact that not only 
political elites were interviewed suggests a certain interest in facilitating the 
construction of a “history from below”.  
 
                                                
9 In 1979, the centre was established upon the initiative of then-Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew and 
First Deputy Prime Minister Goh Keng Swee, with an intention to “provide young Singaporeans with a 
sense of rootedness in the face of a crisis” (Loh, 2007: 15). 
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 These limitations, however, render a reflexive approach more crucial, where 
more care is required in considering the interviewee’s socio-historical context both as 
a social actor within the narrative and as the narrator itself. The possibility for any 
individual to be more guarded and defensive over one’s past actions cannot be 
ignored, although balance has to be sought without resorting to excessive cynicism 
towards the interview data, especially since the thesis is primarily concerned with the 
perceptions and motivations of those involved. Instead, these concerns need to be 
situated within a broader consideration of current methodological and theoretical 
debates on oral history, which deal primarily with the role of ideology in the oral 
history interview (Grele, 1988), the problem (or false promise) of objectivity in oral 
histories (Portelli, 1991) and a recognition of the politicization of popular memory 
(Bommes, et. al., 1982). In addition, while oral history accounts are certainly a useful 
means of identifying the perspectives and motivations of the individual actors 
involved, attention needs to be devoted to verifying the accuracy and veracity of their 
accounts using other empirical sources (Fairburn, 1999: 300, n.29). This, of course, is 
also limited by the absence of certain types of statistical data, such as the much-
needed information on the class structure of postwar Singapore society. 
 
 On top of oral history accounts, other sources of primary data used comprise 
archival records and newspaper reports. Archival records used that have been 
particularly relevant to this thesis include Official Reports from the Legislative 
Assembly Debates, as well as assorted White Papers presented at these Legislative 
Assemblies. These documents show the different viewpoints contested at the 
parliamentary level regarding the anti-colonial movements, especially the positions 
adopted by the ruling government. More recently, the original correspondences of the 
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Colonial Office regarding Singapore (CO 1030) have been declassified and made 
available for public viewing. These documents – comprising both personal letters and 
more formal reports (many of which formerly secret and confidential) to the Colonial 
Office in London – have proved to be invaluable in bringing to light the colonial 
position on these matters. In addition to these official documents, newspaper reports 
(especially editorials) have been significant sources of evidence of the positions 
adopted by various parties, from that of supporting the colonial interest as in the 
English-language daily The Straits Times to the voices of the mainstream Chinese 
communities in Nanyang Siang Pau and Sin Chew Jit Poh.10 On one level, these 
sources of archival data provide basic facts for the construction of the historical 
account; on another level, they serve as lasting evidences of the ways in which race 
and class were viewed, expressed, and contested during this postwar period.  
 
 One of the further contributions this thesis makes is the incorporation of non-
English sources. The use of Chinese sources in this case is particularly relevant 
considering the major role played by the Chinese in the middle schools and trade 
unions. Many of the issues at the heart of contestations of race and class in postwar 
Singapore involved the Chinese community directly, and many of these views were 
expressed in the Chinese language. As a result, much of the data used, from oral 
history recordings to newspaper reports were originally narrated and written in 
Chinese, and as such translation to the English language is necessary. In some cases, 
                                                
10 Nanyang Siang Pau and Sin Chew Jit Poh were two of the popular mainstream Chinese-language 
newspapers during the postwar period, the former a general commercial newspaper and the latter a 
Kuomintang supporter until the early 1950s. As Hara (2003) shows in his work on the conversion of 
the Chinese towards a Malayan identity, both papers began to refer to Singapore, rather than China, as 
“homeland” and “our country” starting from the mid 1950s. This transformation in the newspapers 
provides a significant context for understanding the general shift in mindsets towards Chinese and 
Malayan loyalties during the postwar period in Singapore. 
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English translations are already available, such as in the Weekly Digest of Chinese, 
Malay and Tamil Press, which offers translated summaries of reports from the 
vernacular presses, as well as in the Special Branch’s own translations of the Malayan 
Communist Party (MCP) newsletter, Freedom News. In most of the other cases where 
such translations were not available, or if the translated versions appear too abridged 
for use, I have relied on my own translation to English. This is one of the 
methodological contributions of this thesis, since currently, not all works in this field 
have actively incorporated the use of non-English sources of data.11 
 
 While this section has thus far reflected on the use of various historical 
sources as primary data, it is appropriate at this point to briefly consider and evaluate 
the broader use of the historical method in sociological analysis, which finds parallels 
in the field of historical sociology and, from a historian’s perspective, the genre of 
social history.12 On the topic of this apparent chasm between sociology and history, 
Charles Tilly observes that sociologists and historians are largely ignorant of each 
other’s “sources, methods, models, ideas and discoveries”. However, he proceeds to 
locate the subfield of process analysis – the branch of historical sociology that focuses 
on how combinations of space and time shape social processes – as the zone in which 
most intense debate occurs between sociologists and historians regarding issues on 
causation in history and the impact of social processes on individual choice and action 
                                                
11 One example of work that has demonstrated a good use of non-English sources is that of Liu and 
Wong (2004). In their historical documentation of both the Chinese student movement and the labor 
movement, a combination of both print and oral accounts in the Chinese language are used. It is also of 
note that there remains a need for more studies that employ the use of non-English and non-Chinese 
sources, a research gap that cannot be addressed here due to the limited scope of the thesis and the 
practical linguistic constraints of the author. 
 
12 Social history, which has historically been associated with the study of the organizational and 
ideological history of the labor movement, has since been associated with a history “from bottom up” 
approach in studying political and social movements (Evans, 1999: 144-5). E. P. Thompson’s The 
Making of the English Working Class (1963) is a well-regarded example. 
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(Tilly, 2001: 6756). By focusing on the concepts of race and class, and with the key 
emphasis on identifying the socio-historical context of decolonization through which 
racial and class formations emerged, this thesis incorporates an engagement with 
process analysis, situating itself between sociology and history by arguing for how 
sociology is central to the historical study of the process of decolonization in postwar 
Singapore, and likewise, that in this context “sociological explanation is necessarily 
historical” (Abrams, 1982: 2). 
 
 The attention to history and the use of historical sources in sociological works 
is often associated with macro-level analysis, as is typical of comparative historical 
sociologists like Skocpol, who argues in her seminal work States and Social 
Revolutions that processes like social revolutions need to be explained in terms of 
their “different macro-structural and historical contexts” (Skocpol, 1979: 5). 
However, the structural explanation of social processes must be balanced empirically 
with a “history from below” as typified by the approach adopted in the Subaltern 
Studies project mentioned at the beginning of this section. This effort to address the 
structure-agency problem is constructive insofar as the limitations of the historical 
method in sociology are recognized: namely, the limits of establishing causality, and 
the pitfalls of historical determinism, where both limitations point towards the 
problem of taking the historical explanation too far. In the context of this thesis, it is 
one thing to argue that the study of race and class must be contextualized and was 
shaped greatly by the historical process of decolonization; it is quite another to claim 
that relations of race and class were determined by decolonization or any of the 
factors associated with it without giving due consideration to how individuals and 
movements actively interpreted and transformed meanings of race and class. In 
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keeping to the former approach, this thesis is an attempt at reconciling the historical 
context of decolonization and the broader political processes of student and labor 
mobilization with the subjective experiences and perceptions of the individuals 
involved in these movements. 
 
 
Scope of Study 
 
 The practical limitations of this thesis necessitate a specific focus in historical 
scope. While the entire period of decolonization is historically significant in terms of 
the development of race and class based politics, one may identify 1954 to 1956 as 
the period in which the socio-political consciousness of race and class was most 
heightened, and when the mass mobilizations in the anti-colonial movements were at 
their peak. This may be explained in part by the political developments during those 
years: in 1954, the Rendel Constitution was passed, through which a greater degree of 
political involvement was granted to the local population. The major political change 
implemented through this constitution was the holding of the first Legislative 
elections in 1955, after which local political representation was put into place through 
the Legislative Assembly. It was perhaps not coincidental that anti-colonial 
movements reached an unprecedented level in terms of mobilization and political 
activity, with the Rendel Constitution signaling an era of greater political freedom in 
Singapore.  
 
 In 1954, the Singapore Chinese Middle School Students Union (SCMSSU) 
was formed, prompted by the prior formation of the students’ delegation in protest 
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against the National Service Ordinance earlier that year. That same year also saw the 
formation of the Singapore Factory and Shop Workers Union (SFSWU), an umbrella 
organization uniting left-wing unions across Singapore, which swelled to a 
membership of 300,000 at its peak in 1955. In view of the widespread strikes and riots 
that had occurred within these few years as a result of student and worker 
mobilizations through these two organizations, there was eventually a clampdown of 
such anti-colonial activities through the widespread arrests of student and union 
leaders and the banning of both organizations under the newly promoted Chief 
Minister Lim Yew Hock in 1956.  
 
 It is most fitting, then, that the period of 1954-1956 accounts for the main 
focus of this thesis, especially considering how the student and worker mobilizations 
challenged conditions of race and class inequality in their anti-colonial activities. In 
this light, the anti-colonial movement in postwar Singapore may be seen as the 
overarching motivation through which socio-political movements articulated their 
political demands, whether directly or indirectly, against a colonial government that 
was increasingly deemed as racially discriminatory and blamed for perpetuating 
inequalities of both race and class. Chapter Three will delve more deeply into how 
this “rule of colonial difference” (Chatterjee, 1994) became a point of contention 
within the context of a post-war Singapore in the process of decolonization, with an 
emphasis on the ways in which prevailing colonial structures and representations of 
race and class were challenged through the emergent anti-colonial movement. This 
will form the basis for Chapters Four and Five, which will be devoted to the Chinese 
middle school student movement and the left-wing trade union movement 
respectively. Taking its cue from Omi and Winant’s racial formation perspective, the 
 31 
analysis of each of these movements will be structured in terms of the interpretations, 
mobilizations, and attempted rearticulations of race and class through the movements. 
These movements will subsequently be contextualized, in Chapter Six, within the 
broader historical narrative of the development of multiracialism in Singapore. The 
next chapter, however, will first situate the current study amidst the current literature 




Emergent Histories and Counter-Histories of Postwar Singapore 
 
Historians have described how, through the prism of the colonial state, nationalists 
envisaged the unity of their homeland. They have shown how the rulers of post-
colonial nations have employed the power of the state to bind the unity of the nation. 
This writing has sought to examine the dynamics for national integration, and the 
capacity of politicians to imagine new nations into being. Yet colonial modernity and 
anti-colonial nationalism have been closely intertwined. Their histories stand in an 
uneasy relationship to each other, and the lineage between them is neither as simple 
nor as direct as is often argued.  
 





 In T. N. Harper’s (1999) introduction to his treatise on decolonization and the 
politics of nation-building in Malaya, he notes the emergent dissonance of post-
colonial Southeast Asian histories, and the rising demand in regional scholarship for 
“new histories for the state, more critical analyses of the construction of national and 
ethnic identities, and a richer understanding of the making of indigenous civil 
societies” (Harper, 1999: 2). In Singapore, official histories constructed and approved 
by the PAP have been, in Harper’s words, envisaged “through the prism of the 
colonial state” in placing great significance in the nation’s colonial roots rather than 
making a clean break from it as has been the trajectory of most other post-colonial 
states.13 While the PAP had begun as a fiercely anti-colonial party, its subsequent 
                                                
13 Singapore’s history as told in local history textbooks traces the country’s founding to British 
colonialist Sir Stamford Raffles in 1819. In the early 1960s, Dutch economist Dr Albert Winsemius 
was hired as an economic advisor to the PAP. In an oral history interview, he recounts:  
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retelling of history has focused instead on how the party’s pioneering leadership had 
“employed the power of the state to bind the unity of the nation”. This has often been 
done at the expense of recognizing the history of anti-colonialism, which was a key 
aspect of that process. In this chapter, the current literature on the histories of post-
war Singapore will be reviewed and critiqued in relation to this official history by the 
PAP elites. Attention will be drawn in particular to the emergent wave of revisionist 
histories that have recently posed a formidable challenge to these official accounts. 
This will in turn provide the empirical context for situating the current study. 
 
 
Political Histories of Postwar Singapore 
 
 The literature that covers the history of postwar Singapore is voluminous. One 
of the earliest dedicated academic works on the political history of postwar Singapore 
is Yeo Kim Wah’s Political Development of Singapore (1973), which fills the gap left 
open by the broader concerns of more general histories of Singapore (E.g. Turnbull, 
1989). While Yeo’s study shares with these general histories a similar starting point in 
the form of Singapore’s nationhood and national identity, addressing the question of 
                                                                                                                                      
So PM (Lee Kuan Yew) asked me, “Now, what does it boil down to?” I looked at him. “You 
can forget everything, Mr. Prime Minister, unless two preliminary things are being done”. 
You eliminate the Communists, eliminate them in government, in the unions, industries, off 
the streets. If you don’t do it forget about economic development. They will try to destroy 
anything which can promote Singapore because they have other intentions than you have. 
Number two: Let Raffles stand where he stands. You probably will be the only former Colony 
where a statue of the imperialist is still standing. Let him stand. It’s your presentation to the 
outside world that you accept the heritage of the British. Some time in the future we will need 
the British and the Americans and the Germans and whoever we will need with their know 
how. We will show them they are welcome. You can show it through Raffles. So let him 
stand, don’t tear him off his socket one Saturday morning and drag him through the streets, 
like they did in Jakarta, like they do all over the world. Let him stand. If you do that I think 
you are all set for an industrial development. It will take time, it will take time, it won’t be too 
easy but that is what it boils to.” He agreed with that. We’ll leave Raffles where he is. The 
Communists will take some time. They need some time for it. (Oral History Recordings. 
Accession No. 000246, Reel No. 2. National Archives of Singapore) 
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merger amidst a growing pan-Malayan pressure and tackling the hotly debated issues 
of citizenship and language, he does so by focusing on the formations of political 
movements that were central to these postwar political developments. For Yeo, these 
movements were directed through political parties, student activists and the labor 
unions. His documentation of the contexts surrounding the formation of the 
organizations and the motivations behind their various mobilizations is the lasting 
contribution of his work, which draws from a myriad of primary sources from 
newspapers and official documents, to personal interviews. This accounts for the high 
regard most scholarly work thereafter has had for Yeo’s work, which is often cited 
authoritatively not just for the richness of data, but also for its theoretical 
contributions since he is recognized as “probably the first academic who had to 
grapple seriously with the simplifications and rigidity” of the much criticized binary 
between the English and Chinese-educated (Hong & Huang, 2008: 141). While Yeo 
does not focus explicitly on the social dynamics of race and class, the way in which 
he documents the political, student, and labor movements in postwar Singapore 
provides invaluable historical insight to the broader developments of these 
movements. 
 
 Few other academic works apart from Yeo’s are dedicated to the study of the 
politics of decolonization in postwar Singapore. There are notable studies, however, 
that approach the issue of decolonization in a broader Malayan context. Harper 
(1999), for example, examines this issue by tracing and accounting for the making of 
the Malayan nation. For him, the question that needs to be addressed is the extent to 
which colonial rule influenced nation-building in Malaya, and in particular, 
explaining the emergence of a common Malayan national identity in light of a 
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pluralist society marked by ethnic politics. The contribution of his work in this regard 
is sociologically significant – colonial rule is shown to be neither the sole factor that 
facilitated the formation of the Malayan nation nor the single institution against which 
Malayan nationalism emerged. Instead, Harper shows how the colonial government’s 
ambitious efforts in dissolving existing ethnic affiliations and building new loyalties 
based on a common national identity14 had the effect of empowering the local 
population, from which emerged a new and different nationalist enthusiasm. While 
the Singaporean case was to always develop in divergence from Peninsular Malaya, 
Harper’s work does provide the historical context through which Singapore’s 
decolonization may be studied, especially in terms of its approach to understanding 
the colonial position and its relation to emergent nationalist movements. This is 
particularly helpful in situating the current focus of race and class-based anti-colonial 
movements in Singapore in relation to the political positions and strategies adopted by 
the colonial government. 
 
 While the political histories by Yeo and Harper on Singapore and Malaya 
respectively have critically considered the standpoints of both political movements 
and the colonial government, others have adopted the state’s position in a more 
problematic manner. One example is the work of Clutterbuck (1985 [1973]), which 
analyzes Singapore’s postwar political movements in terms of revolutions. Published 
in the same year as Yeo’s, Clutterbuck’s work focuses on the organizational dynamics 
of urban revolutions in postwar Singapore and Malaya, the points of contact between 
the revolutionaries and the public, and the way in which such “subversions” were 
eventually defeated by the police. The contribution of his work lies in the detail with 
                                                
14 As Harper elaborates, this was attempted through a plethora of diverse strategies ranging from social 
welfare and community development to technological advancements and the use of propaganda in the 
mass media. 
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which the organizational structures of the various movements were documented; 
however, the way in which the data is approached is often uncritical of the sources 
used, which were mainly from the government. This is not surprising, though, 
considering his framing of the different student and trade union movements as 
necessarily “subversive”, a position aligned with the colonial government’s (and later, 
the PAP’s). In addition, his use of the concept of “race” lacks a reflexive questioning 
of the problematics of racialization, with the adoption of racial terms “Chinese”, 
“Malay” and “Indian” referred to as if they were indeed the only real categories by 
which people identified and organized themselves. Without a critical use of race, 
Clutterbuck’s work, especially in its analysis of the various “racial riots”, suffers from 




Contesting Accounts on the Chinese-educated Activists 
 
These problems in Clutterbuck’s work resurface through the essentialization 
of the left-wing anti-colonial movement in various officialized popular histories of 
postwar Singapore. In such accounts, these movements are often generalized under 
the labels of “Communism, chauvinism and communalism” and are “portrayed as 
rogues of nation-building” with the “Chinese-educated activists as subversive 
operatives” (Huang, 2008: 202). As Huang has argued elsewhere (Sai & Huang, 
1999), it was the subsequent semi-academic works of Drysdale (1984) and 
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Bloodworth (1986)15 that have most utilized and popularized this sweeping depiction 
of the Chinese-educated, especially when contrasted with the English-educated, and 
in their treatment of these categories as static and homogeneous. Drysdale, for 
example, devotes a whole chapter to “Paths to Chinese Chauvinism” by linking the 
motivations of the Chinese-speaking community to their patriotic sentiment towards 
China, and reducing this relation to the primary reason for the rise of communism 
among the Chinese. While he recognizes some of the political differences among the 
Chinese, Drysdale nonetheless levels his charge of “chauvinism” on all of them, 
without critically evaluating the political use of the term to begin with.16 Bloodworth, 
in comparison, pushes the essentialism further in conflating Chinese chauvinism with 
communism in more dramatic and arguably sensationalistic fashion, also without a 
clear definition of what chauvinism meant and entailed. Together, these works 
perpetuate uncritically the perceived polarization of Singapore society at that time 
between the English and Chinese-educated, and contribute greatly to the 
essentialization of the Chinese activists as necessarily “chauvinist” and “Communist”. 
 
The existent complexities and nuances within the different segments of 
Singapore society have since been explored more deeply, especially in historical 
scholarship on the Chinese majority. Wang (1970), for example, focuses on the 
                                                
15 It is worth noting that both Drysdale and Bloodworth, as writers commissioned to write the postwar 
histories of Singapore, were given privileged access to official documents held by the Singapore 
government. 
 
16 The term “chauvinist” has had an extremely politicized history, and made its way back into 
Singaporean political discourse in the 1990s to refer to anyone advocating the use of any particular 
language over others, especially in the case of the Chinese. In 1991, lecturer Teo Kar Seng was 
branded a chauvinist for encouraging the Chinese to learn their language and culture (Straits Times, 2 
October 1992). In 1996, the label “Chinese chauvinist” was leveled on opposition party member Tang 
Liang Hong, also regarding his views on Chinese language and education (Straits Times, 29 December 




different groups of Chinese that existed in Malaya, as divided into those who retained 
political affiliation to China, those who were more concerned with their own 
economic interest, and the third group with mixed loyalties and interests, but with 
some commitment to Malaya. In addition to Wang’s early framework for 
understanding the Chinese population as a whole, Trocki (2006: 112) furthered the 
argument by showing how for the Chinese, “aside from the distinctions of dialect and 
region, there were important differences in class and occupational outlook”. This has 
implication for understanding the modes and means of political mobilization among 
the Chinese, which could hardly be considered one homogeneous community. More 
recently, the work of Huang (2008) has criticized more directly the binary 
representation of the English and Chinese-educated activists in historical accounts, for 
which Lee Kuan Yew’s (1998) memoirs was singled out. Accounts like Lee’s, which 
claim equivalence to the story of the nation itself,17 “greatly accentuated the 
differences between these activists, ascribed extraneous values to them, and 
introduced rigidity to the point of making the division almost ahistorical” (Huang, 
2008: 198). However, it must be noted that while Huang clearly advocates 
abandoning these binary representations in Singapore’s history, no clear direction is 
given in mapping out a workable conceptual alternative for moving forward. 
 
Apart from the essentialization of the Chinese-educated activists, another 
problem that has emerged from this rigid binary representation of the Chinese and 
English-educated activists is the marginalization of their English-educated 
counterparts. As Huang (2008) has also pointed out, although the Chinese-educated 
activists were very much at the forefront of the anti-colonial movement in postwar 
                                                
17 Although it was a book containing his personal memoirs, Lee equated that to the history of 
Singapore itself by titling it The Singapore Story. 
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Singapore, the role of the English-educated activists cannot be neglected. This has 
been recognized in more recent times by scholars like Yeo Kim Wah, who despite 
largely ignoring the role of the English-educated activists in his seminal Political 
Development of Singapore, nonetheless attempts to correct this bias in his later work 
on the University of Malaya student activists (Yeo, 1992)18 and the conversion of the 
English-educated radicals to Communism (Yeo, 1994). In light of this, beyond 
critically approaching the binary between the Chinese and English-educated and 
recognizing the role of the English-educated activists, this thesis will also demonstrate 
the relations between the two, particularly in the unique partnership the two shared in 




Emergent Revisionist Histories 
 
Apart from the emerging contestation of historical representations of postwar 
Singapore, there has also been a wave of revisionist historiographies that have 
attempted to challenge “official” history. This has included, among others, the 
growing pressure to re-insert Lim Chin Siong into the political history of Singapore. 
One of the earlier articles championing this cause was Wee’s (1999), which begins on 
the premise that Singapore’s history should not be viewed as a transition from a 
colonial to modern state, but rather as made up of “moments of confrontation between 
the moderates, the leftists and the communists and the ‘Chinese-speaking world’ 
(which was not homogenous in political opinion)” (Wee, 1999: 171-2). This helps to 
                                                
18 There is also an ongoing research project by Loh Kah Seng and Michael Fernandez on the activities 
of the University of Malaya Socialist Club. 
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situate Lim’s contribution to the anti-colonial, nationalistic and working class 
movements in Singapore, and proposes viewing the making of Singapore’s political 
history as a pluralistic process. In 2001, the largest collective effort to date in 
reinstating Lim in the annals of Singapore history was published under the compiled 
volume Comet in Our Sky: Lim Chin Siong in History (Tan & Jomo, 2001). A 
combination of scholarly works using declassified colonial office documents (Harper, 
2001; Poulgrain, 2001) and personal recollections of Lim’s life, the volume attempted 
to critically as well as humanely reconsider Lim’s legacy in Singapore’s history. This 
revived interest in reinserting Lim Chin Siong into Singapore’s history is a strong 
example of the emergent wave of scholarship that has confronted and contested the 
homogeneity and political one-sidedness of existing historical accounts, doing so by 
uncovering and bringing back to public consciousness what had been left behind, 
whether forgotten or forcibly erased. 
 
 As a whole, the contribution of these revisionist histories lies not merely in 
their empirical findings, but more crucially in ushering in a new methodological 
paradigm that treats history as written texts that are socially, culturally and politically 
constructed, and as such always contested with alternative representations. This has 
been a perspective recognized increasingly in the field of ethnography (Clifford & 
Marcus, 1986), and which is now gaining currency in academic and public discourse 
on the history of Singapore. In November 2002, Tangent, a civil society group that 
supports the use of Mandarin in academic discourse on culture and society in 
Singapore, held a forum titled “(Un)Learning the Past”, the proceedings of which 
were published subsequently in the April 2003 bilingual issue of their journal entitled 
Voices of History. Against the state utilization of history in Singapore thus far, 
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Tangent proposed an “unlearning” of existing historical narratives, to “dissect various 
interpretations of history while trying to construct new ones” (Lee, 2003: 4). The 
group followed up on this theme in 2007 with a special issue titled The Makers and 
Keepers of Singapore History, which explored the practical concerns faced by 
historians embarking on such a project of unlearning the past and producing 
alternative representations of history. These concerns revolve around the “makers” 
and “keepers” of history, where “makers” denoted individuals who had a hand in 
shaping the past, while “keepers” referred to public officials who managed access to 
historical resources, as well as “makers” who decide what they share during 
interviews (Loh, 2007: 12). Far from comprising merely a set of a methodological 
reflections, the papers collected in this issue reveal the ways in which the practical 
limitations of historical research exert profound implications on how new 
perspectives and interpretations of history are constructed. 
 
The scope of the “histories” referred to in the Tangent-led forum was that of 
postwar Singapore, the same domain addressed in a later forum titled “Paths Not 
Taken”, an international symposium held at the National University of Singapore and 
organized by the Asia Research Institute. In this more recent symposium, also 
eventually set in print (Barr & Trocki, 2008), the concept of “reclamation” was 
adopted in reference to the uncovering and construction of new histories, particularly 
in terms of the political plurality that existed in postwar Singapore, and in the 
consideration of the “paths not taken” as contrasted against the well-trodden path 
often repeated in mainstream histories. A similarly critical perspective to viewing the 
scripting of Singapore’s national history may be found in Hong and Huang’s (2008) 
volume, published in the same year. Together, these works represent a growing 
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challenge to the re-construction of Singaporean history as a foil against the prior 
hegemony of official history.19 
 
 
Situating the Current Study 
 
In light of the current state of the historiography of postwar Singapore and the 
prevailing developments of critiques of it, this thesis situates itself both within the 
existing academic work but also as distinct from it. It may be viewed alongside 
revisionist histories that challenge existing mainstream ones, particularly in critiquing 
those that take a partisan view of Singapore’s history (Lee, 1998) and which 
perpetuate an essentialist view of any group or movement (Drysdale, 1984; 
Bloodworth, 1986). It also shares with these revisionist works the methodological 
approach to confronting and contesting varying interpretations of history. However, it 
also seeks to go beyond revisionist historiographies in terms of the theoretical 
perspective employed in approaching and making sense of the historical narratives. 
The postwar period has been noted to have been “characterized by extraordinary 
cultural, intellectual and political dynamism” (Trocki & Barr, 2008:6), when “there 
was an almost complete political plurality in Singapore” and where “nationalism, 
racism, communism, capitalism, anti-colonialism and colonialism all appeared as 
important movements” (Trocki, 2006: 107). The implication of these observations is 
                                                
19 Shortly after the completion of this thesis, a PAP-endorsed version of the “untold” story of the party 
was published (Yap, et. al., 2009). The emergence of a party approved history attempting to offer 
alternative perspectives (namely, that of the Barisan Socialis) may be viewed as a step of progress in 
the development of Singapore’s official history in recognizing individuals, parties and events that have 
generally been glossed over in official versions. However, this is also an indication of the mounting 
ideological work the state has to be involved in to maintain its hegemony over the “Singapore Story”, 
as evident in many instances in the book in which these alternative perspectives are nonetheless 
subjected to the scrutiny of the party’s ideology, and where effort is made to explain historical events 
through the party lens, with every opportunity taken to legitimate current party practices. 
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that while revisionist histories have done well so far in providing the space for a 
multiplicity of historical voices against the prior dominance of the accounts of the 
prevailing political elite, there still remains a gap in systematically analyzing the 
postwar history of Singapore in terms of the plurality of social transformations 
occurring during that period. 
 
 It is with this lacuna in mind that the current study seeks to make its 
contribution. While it amounts to far less than a complete, comprehensive analysis of 
the social transformations occurring during the postwar period, it does attempt to 
address the most significant ones – race and class – in relation to the development of 
the anti-colonial movements. By focusing on the timeframe of 1954 to 1956 and 
movements that had contested race and class most significantly during that period, 
this study aims to not only contribute to the historical understanding of the formations 
of these movements in building on the prior groundwork established by Yeo (1973), 
but to more specifically study these movements through the ideological standpoints of 
the activists involved and, in doing so, to make sense of the ways in which prevailing 
inequalities of race and class had motivated their political action and prompted their 
consequent rearticulations of race and class. This is therefore an attempt to present a 
much-needed sociological contribution to the existing academic movement of 
unlearning, reclaiming, and reconstructing Singapore’s postwar history, and 
conversely to reintroduce a historically-rooted methodology to the sociological study 




Colonial Racialization and Its Discontents – Origins and Basis of the Postwar 
Anti-Colonial Movement 
 
The only possible motto for a world Commonwealth such as ours to adopt is “Equal 
rights and equal treatment for every civilized man, whatever his colour.” 
 





As established in the first chapter, racial and class formations are historically 
embedded political processes rooted in, reflecting and giving structure to levels of 
social inequality. In the case of Singapore society, the origins of these formations are 
found in colonial policy and discourse, where divisions within the local population 
along the lines of race and class may be traced directly to the structural intervention 
and discursive practices of the colonial administration.20 In this chapter, the colonial 
construction of race and class in Singapore will be explored in greater depth as a 
means of establishing the degree to which colonial rule structured racial and class 
formation in Singapore. This will provide the socio-historical context through which 
the emergent postwar movement of anti-colonialism may be viewed and accounted 
for. It shall be argued here that while the period and process of decolonization was 
marked by a myriad of political movements with seemingly disparate interests from 
different groups in Singapore society, there was a common motivation of anti-
colonialism shared by these movements which arose from a rising discontent with the 
                                                
20 Singapore had been under direct colonial rule of the British since 1823 and under the Colonial Office 
since 1867. 
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contradictions of colonial rule. It was through this overarching anti-colonial 
movement that pre-existing structures and representations of race and class were 




Colonial Racialization of Singapore 
 
 Central to the adoption of the Critical Race perspective and the use of racial 
formation as an analytical category is the regard for race itself as a socio-political 
construction rooted in history, hence the need for the study of the process of 
racialization. While the term “racialization” has had a varied history of usage and 
connotation (Barot & Bird, 2001), Robert Miles’ (1982) extensive use of racialization 
as referring specifically to the process of racial categorization within the context of 
capitalism and colonialism is particularly useful in the case of colonial Singapore. 
These conceptions of race and racialization have been taken up by scholars such as 
Hirschman (1986), who argues in opposition to the view that the “race problem” in 
Malaya is reducible to the problem of ethnicity, in which conflict between ethnic 
communities is attributed to inherent primordial and cultural differences between 
them. Such problematic views may be found in works as recent as Hack’s (1995), 
which claims that in Malaya, “Britain did not divide and rule, but ruled the self-
consciously divided” (Hack, 1995: 97). Against this, Hirschman makes a case for the 
“making of race” in colonial Malaya, in which direct colonial rule created a social and 
economic order that was structured according to race, as rooted in colonially-derived 
racial stereotypes. It is with this understanding of race as constructed primarily 
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through colonial rule that this section proceeds in elaborating the ways and means 
through which structures and representations of race had come to be formed in 
colonial Singapore. 
 
 Hirschman’s argument is based on the assumption that race had not existed in 
Malaya prior to colonization. This is not to mean that the local population was not 
aware of differences in physical features and origins nor that they had yet to classify 
such differences, but rather that they had not conceived of these differences in 
distinctly racial terms as had the Europeans at that time. For Hirschman, the use of 
race had been introduced by the Europeans, whose view on race underwent a radical 
shift in the nineteenth century “from a relatively general term that distinguished 
peoples on almost any criteria to a more narrow classification of biologically defined 
subspecies, with specific assumptions about the inheritability of cultural 
predispositions and the potential for progress” (Hirschman, 1986: 340).  
 
An early racial profile of the Malays by John Crawfurd in 1820 serves well as 
an example. The Malays, classified by Crawfurd as belonging to the “brown race”, 
was judged to be physically homogenous, as evident in Crawfurd’s sweeping 
statement that “the brown-coloured tribes agree so remarkably in appearance among 
themselves, that one general description will suffice for all” (Crawfurd, 1820: 19). 
After giving a physical description of the Malays alongside the Negro race, Crawfurd 
proceeds to comment on both as Indian islanders in terms of their states of mind as 
related to their bodily constitutions. Repeatedly, both their physical and cultural traits 
are explained by their alleged status in the lower stages of civilization, something 
which is used to account for their “ill looking” appearance, defective personal 
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cleanliness, and supposed sub-normal mental capabilities. In Crawfurd’s racial 
profiling, presented as an objective, scientific work, there is strong evidence of a 
reinforcement of the racial category in his claim of the Malays’ physical similarity, 
and the establishment of the link between their physical traits with their cultural 
dispositions. The latter is accounted for in terms of their stage of civilization, of 
which the European’s status was regarded as the benchmark, a comparison Emerson 
(1937: 16) describes as “an inevitable bias in the direction of painting the Malays 
blacker to make the British intervention whiter”.  
 
The shift towards this form of racialization was in line with the increasing 
dominance of social Darwinism in European thought, and worked well as a 
justification for the civilizing project of colonization. It was with this conception of 
race that the British developed specific stereotypes of the racial groups identified, 
each in relation to their labor positions in the colonial capitalist system. As Warnford-
Lock observes: 
 
From a labour point of view, there are practically three races, the Malays (including 
Javanese), the Chinese, and the Tamils (who are generally known as Klings). By 
nature the Malay is an idler, the Chinaman is a thief, and the Kling is a drunkard, yet 
each in his own class of work is both cheap and efficient, when properly supervised. 
(Warnford-Lock, 1907: 31-2, emphasis mine) 
 
The implication of this racialization, Hirschman argues, is the establishment and 
perpetuation of the “self-fulfilling prophecies of racial distinction” (1986: 348). For 
example, what the British regarded as the Malays’ natural disposition towards 
laziness in their unresponsiveness to wage employment was in fact a case of 
economic rationalism on the part of the Malays who had already been settled earlier 
in agricultural positions. What emerged, however, from this initial reluctance of the 
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Malays to respond to wage employment, was the lagging of the Malays behind the 
other racial groups in terms of opportunities for employment. Colonial racial 
representation in this case clearly had an effect of creating a structure of inequality in 
society. 
 
  These racial representations served an ideological purpose from a colonial 
standpoint. The image of the lazy indolent native, Syed Hussein Alatas argues, was 
“the product of colonial domination generally in the 19th century when the domination 
of the colonies reached a high peak and when colonial capitalist exploitation required 
extensive control of the area” (Alatas, 1977: 70). Alatas, in his critique of the “myth 
of the lazy native”, exposes the representational distortion in these racial stereotypes 
upheld by the colonials. The reputation of the Malays as lazy and unwilling to work, 
for example, was not a result of an inherent, biological disposition towards laziness, 
but rather attributable to their specific social contexts.21 The Malays, in avoiding what 
the British considered as industrious activity – which Alatas (1977: 77) describes as 
“working at sub-human level in colonial capitalist setting” – unfairly inherited the 
racial trait of laziness, while the Chinese, owing to their immigrant status, were 
compelled to take up such jobs and were in contrast considered industrious. The 
strength of Alatas’ analysis here lies not only in revealing the methodological flaws of 
colonial racialization, but also in demonstrating the level at which such racialization 
had taken place in relation to the colonial capitalist project. On both counts, the 
constructedness of race in Malaya remains an undeniable fact. 
                                                
21 Many Malays in Malaya were already independent farmers who did not need to work for hire, and in 
fact few of them had close functional contact with Europeans, who were concentrated mainly in urban 
areas. Because of these circumstances, the Malays did not match the colonial requirement for hired 
labor and did not fit well within their greater capitalist framework, and as such became regarded as 




 While the ideological and the structural were inextricably tied in the process 
of colonial racialization, there was also the concurrent structural effect of other 
administrative practices that had less to do with racial stereotypes than with an 
equally ideological adherence to racial pluralism as expressed in the model of plural 
society. In Furnivall’s observation of the ethnic groups in Burma and the Netherlands 
Indies, what he termed a plural society existed with a “medley” of peoples who mixed 
but did not combine, with each group maintaining its own culture and practices. It 
was only in the marketplace where there was inter-ethnic interaction; apart from the 
economic sphere, it was simply the case of “different sections of the community 
living side by side, but separately, within the same political unit” (Furnivall, 1948: 
304). Despite pre-dating the formulation of this model, settlement plans and 
allocations in colonial Singapore, in following the principle of residential segregation 
by racial group, clearly adopted such an interpretation of plural society. Raffles’ 
initial 1822 plan had already allocated different geographical areas for different racial 
groups, subdivided by dialect group as evident particularly for the Chinese majority.22 
Intra-racial interaction and community formation was facilitated through this process 
as well, whereas inter-racial segregation became emphasized. The effect of this 
racialized settlement plan may be viewed therefore in terms of how racial distinction 
and separateness was emphasized, and the development of a plural society 
encouraged as an alternative to assimilation or inter-group integration. 
 
                                                
22 Brenda Yeoh (2003), for example, notes that while the resultant effect of racial segregation was less 
polarizing than in the case of colonial India, it nonetheless had the effect of segregating European and 
Asian communities simply through territorial distinctions. 
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 In these various forms of colonial racialization, the mode of operationalization 
may be located in the administrative procedure of census taking.23 Through census 
taking and documentation, there emerged a new requirement for creating fixed and 
definable racial categories, and more importantly the need to affix these categories 
upon each individual and household.24 The categories used in the first censuses 
starting in 1824 tended to be vague and the constables employed to take the censuses 
were not given much directions in their usage (Makepeace, 1921: 348). The censuses 
in the later half of the 19th century, however, saw a convergence in the use of certain 
racial categories, with the local population increasingly consolidated along the racial 
groups of Malay, Chinese and Indian. The Javanese, Bugis and Balinese, for example, 
had up to 1860 been considered groups of their own, but from 1871 became subsumed 
under the category “Malay Races”. Similarly, natives of Coromandel, Malabar, 
Bengal and other parts of Hindostan were originally considered separately, but from 
1849 were grouped as “Natives of India”, and from 1871 as belonging to the “Indian 
Races”. The appearance of the term “race” in census classifications has more than a 
semantic significance – the population was indeed racialized such that groups which 
identified themselves along various lines began to be classified differently and rigidly 
in the census, with both administrative and structural consequences.25  
                                                
23 For a more detailed study on the measurement of race and ethnicity in the census classifications in 
Peninsula Malaysia, refer to Hirschman (1987), who argues that changes in racial ideology had a 
significant impact on the development and evolution of ethnic classifications in censuses. 
 
24 It was because of this practice that Benedict Anderson makes the argument that the political 
significance of census taking in Southeast Asia was not simply in the creation of racial categories 
themselves, but in their “systematic quantification” (Anderson, 1991: 168). 
 
25 Of more direct relevance to the historical scope of this thesis is the census’ contribution to our 
understanding of Singapore’s demographic in the 1950s. Since the turn of the century, it has been noted 
that the racial composition of Singapore society, as measured through the censuses conducted roughly 
every decade, has remained somewhat constant. In the 1957 census, the resident population in 
Singapore comprised 75.4% Chinese, 13.6% Malays (classified then as ‘Malaysian’ to denote the 
Malay, Javanese, Boyanese and Bugis communities), 8.6% Indians and Pakistanis, and 2.4% Others 
(Report of the Census of Population 1957). This differed little from the previous 1947 census (77.8% 
Chinese, 12.1% Malay, 7.4% Indian and 2.8% Others) (Report of the Census of Population 1947). 
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Class Formation in Colonial Singapore 
 
 It is difficult to deal with the colonial racialization of Singapore without 
paying equal attention to the manner in which society had become economically 
stratified, a process that was concurrent and correlated with the process of 
racialization and growing in complexity with the ever-increasing flow of immigration. 
In terms of class, the Europeans made a conscious effort to maintain their position in 
the upper echelons of society. John Cameron noted in 1865 that the Europeans who 
settled in Singapore ensured they had little to do with working class occupations. As 
an example, he notes: 
 
The docks, the ship-building and repairing yards and engineering establishments are 
generally superintended by Englishmen or Scotchmen, who may perhaps at home 
have been common mechanics merely, but accustomed to the charge and control of 
large bodies of native laborers they are not long in casting off their outer crust and 
soon assume the appearance – of well-to-do overseers and managers (Cameron, 1865: 
280).  
 
In this account, even those who would have had belonged to the working class in 
Europe invariably assumed managerial class positions in Singapore. Such a 
phenomenon had the effect of creating and widening a class division between the 
Europeans and the Asian immigrants and natives.  
 
 This process of class formation must be seen as working in tandem with the 
process of colonial racialization, which had its ideological basis in European racial 
superiority and provided the ideological justification for the civilizing mission of 
colonization. While there was some class division within the Europeans themselves, 
this was a distinction that occurred within the upper class itself, which was kept 
separate from the native and immigrant classes. As Cameron (1865: 289) again notes, 
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any distinction of the Europeans “between one class and another is merely of degree”, 
one in which the wealthiest classes enjoyed “lavish supply of European preserves and 
condiments”, better stocked cellars, and more horses in the stable. All of them, 
however, from the wealthiest to the poorest classes of Europeans, lived in abundance 
and enjoyed “exemption from the necessity of positive exertion in domestic concerns, 
which a large supply of native labour gives”. Perhaps what best exemplifies the 
European regard for the class position of the natives is Cameron’s later comment on 
how every European gentlemen had a body servant to attend to his personal needs, 
called a native “boy”. As he clarifies, the term “boy” referred “to all servants of this 
class, whatever their age”, with some of these ‘boys’ being “grey-haired men of over 
sixty” (Cameron, 1865: 294).26 The established class difference between the 
colonizers and the colonized was approached through such forms of racial 
paternalism. 
 
 Among the colonized, class differences existed as well both between and 
within the designated “races”, the former as a result of the color-bar set into place 
through colonial racialization and the latter in relation to the various groups’ labor 
positions in the colonially established capitalist system. In Rupert Emerson’s account, 
the Chinese community formed a “more or less typical and rounded capitalist society” 
whereas the Indians, owing to their lack of interest in Malayan affairs and their 
occupational positions as imported labor, formed the lower class of Singapore society 
and as such tended to be looked down upon (Emerson, 1937: 31, 34). The Chinese, by 
virtue of their direct involvement in the colonial capitalist system, had replaced the 
                                                
26 This regard for the perpetual childlikeness of the native races, Ann Stoler notes, is one of the 
distinguishing features of colonial racial discourse, where the “racialized Others invariably have been 
compared and equated with children”, in which children – in the context of 18th and 19th century 
Europe – were considered “lower order beings” and “like racialized others, not fully human” (Stoler, 
1995: 150). 
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pre-colonial Malay class dominance (if it could be considered as such). They had also 
become the demographic majority on the island since 1827, and had established their 
position of relative wealth soon after. From the report on the 1836 census, for 
example, the Europeans and Chinese were regarded to have constituted the wealthier 
classes (Makepeace, 1921: 348). 
 
 These colonial observations of the racial stratification of Singapore society, 
while helpful to a certain extent, obfuscate the complexity of class relations when the 
rigid and generalizing categories of race are used. To speak of the Chinese as a 
homogenous group, for example, does severe injustice to the different groups that 
came under that category and neglects the different means by which they organized 
themselves, all of which contributed to a pattern of class formation that may be seen 
within the group categorized as “Chinese”. One observation Trocki makes on this 
point concerns how Chinese society in Singapore “appears to have evolved over time 
from a relatively egalitarian brotherhood of laborers and small capitalists to an 
exploitative institution run by the wealthy taukehs” (Trocki, 2006: 51-2). Of this, he 
was referring to the Chinese shopkeepers and capitalists taking control of kongsis, 
reducing the coolies and cultivators to wage labor. According to Trocki, this social 
change brought about a class polarization within the Chinese community and was the 
root of conflict among the Chinese in the mid 19th century. Another example of class 
differences within the allocated “races” was the case of the Malays. Swettenham notes 
that in 1874, there was “a very broad line indeed between the ruling classes in Malaya 
and the raiats,27 the people” or the working class (Swettenham, 1907: 141).  
 
                                                
27 The more common spelling used today of the Malay term denoting “people” is rakyat. 
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 What began to develop, however, especially from the onset of the 20th century, 
was an aspiration among the upper classes of each of the native “races” towards the 
class and status positions of the Europeans. Trocki provides an account of the lengths 
at which the colonized went through to seek identification and parity with the 
colonizers, and the eventual futility of their efforts: 
 
In order to be like the Europeans, Asians learned English. They learned to play 
cricket, tennis and football. They dressed, ate and drank like Europeans. The Chinese 
abandoned their traditional dress and cut their queues: the Indians did likewise and 
cut their beards, threw aside their turbans and dhotis and ignored the dietary and 
avoidance rules of their castes. They scorned those Asians who clung to old ways, 
only to find that Europeans were increasingly hostile to their advances. Asians were 
excluded from sports clubs and similar social organizations throughout Singapore and 
Malaya. They had become “wogs”.28 (Trocki, 2006: 47) 
 
The civilizing mission of the Europeans had in the case of colonial Singapore not 
resulted in any narrowing of class divisions in society, but rather in their widening. 
Class divisions within the assigned races became more obvious as the respective 
Asian upper classes aspired towards acceptance among the Europeans, but the 
insistence of the Europeans themselves in maintaining and perpetuating the color bar 
they had established meant that the race and class distinction between the colonizers 
and the colonized became more marked and unbridgeable. 
 
 
Contradictions in the Rule of Colonial Difference 
 
 In The Nation and Its Fragments, Partha Chatterjee challenges Benedict 
Anderson’s thesis in Imagined Communities that Western conceptions of nationalism 
were adopted as modular forms by the rest of the world. In his objection, Chatterjee 
                                                
28 A derogatory term reserved for non-white peoples.  
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points to evidence that “the most powerful as well as the most creative results of the 
nationalist imagination in Asia and Africa are posited not on an identification but 
rather on a difference with the ‘modular’ forms of the national society propagated by 
the modern West” (Chatterjee, 1993: 5). The creative tasks of these indigenous 
nationalisms, Chatterjee elaborates later, was to challenge the “rule of colonial 
difference”, which was the colonial state’s premise of power, maintained through a 
preservation of the distinctiveness of the ruling group. The most obvious mark of 
colonial difference, he argues, was race, especially in the context of colonial India at 
the turn of the 20th century, where racial feeling among the British had become most 
explicit and aggressive (Chatterjee, 1993: 20). This is not dissimilar to the 
development of racial distinction in colonial Singapore at about the same time, with 
the systematic racialization of the population through census taking, the solidification 
of racial stereotypes, the increasing entanglement of race with capital and labor and 
consequently with class position, and the ongoing ideological basis of colonization. 
The rule of colonial difference thus existed in Singapore just as it had in India, and it 
is the contesting of this difference by various anti-colonial movements by means of 
revealing and challenging its inherent contradictions that formed the primary 
motivation and defined the character of the process of decolonization in postwar 
Singapore. 
 
  In the immediate postwar period, the proposition of the Malayan Union by the 
British thrust into the political forefront the public concern for racial equality in the 
midst of decolonization. The scheme involved the separation of Singapore from the 
Malay states (along with Malacca, Penang and Province Wellesley) which formed the 
Malayan Union, under which common citizenship and a constitution conferring equal 
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political rights to both Malays and non-Malays was proposed (Yeo, 1973: 13). 
Singapore was left out, because of its overwhelming Chinese majority, which if 
included would have upset the Union’s racial balance in favor of the Chinese. Against 
this background, the Malayan Communist Party (MCP), which had garnered public 
favor through its anti-Japanese efforts during the war through the Malayan People’s 
Anti-Japanese Army (MPAJA), began its united front activities through the formation 
of two political parties that were coalitions “based on a common programme such as 
democracy, self-government and anti-colonialism” (Cheah, 1974: 34). One of these 
parties, according to Cheah,29 was the Malayan Democratic Union (MDU), which was 
formed in December 1946 by a group of English-educated middle class intellectuals 
of various ethnicities. In the party’s manifesto, drafted upon its founding, the MDU 
contextualized its establishment in terms of the “awakening” of “all races and classes” 
in Malaya to politics, and viewed itself as seeking to “unite all races on a common 
programme of comprehensive political and social reform” (cited in Gamba, 1962: 
433).  
 
The political program of the MDU was thus put into motion from the position 
of uniting the people across race and class division, adopting the “basic approach that 
the co-operation of all anti-colonial forces was necessary to achieve the independence 
of Malaya” (Yeo, 1973: 89) and a “freedom from the strictures of old colonial 
concepts” which had “severely frustrated” the fundamental rights and dignity of free 
men (Gamba, 1962: 434). Of the various reforms proposed by the party, one of the 
central ones involved the abolition of the color bar, as presented in its manifesto: 
                                                
29 The issue regarding whether the MDU was an entirely open-front party under the MCP remains a 
debated one. While Cheah’s point that the MCP sought to use the MDU in such a way, Yeo (1973: 88) 
maintains that there is insufficient evidence to locate exact origins of the MDU, although he does not 
rule out the involvement of the MCP in its founding.  
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The MDU will be an all embracing body including in its ranks all the races of the 
Peninsula without distinction as to sex, religion or language. Today more than ever 
before Malaya stands in need of a body united in organization and united in purpose. 
Colour will be of no account in the activities of the MDU. Its cosmopolitan outlook 
will therefore not tolerate the colour bar in any form. The MDU will make a stand for 
equality in the employment and treatment of Malayans. (cited in Gamba, 1962: 436) 
 
The color bar, as established by the colonial administration, was a strong concern 
particularly of the local English-educated middle class (some of whom were founding 
members of the MDU) since the maintenance of this color bar was most noticeable in 
the public service, which was criticized for its differential treatment of local and 
European civil servants. Although the 1858 Proclamation of Queen Victoria declared 
that “subjects of whatever race or creed” who were suitably qualified should be 
admitted “freely and impartially to offices in Our Service”, the official pre-war 
statement on admission to the Malayan Civil Service was quite the opposite: 
“Candidates must be natural-born British subjects of pure European descent on both 
sides” (Emerson, 1937: 513-4). Even when this policy was changed after the war in 
May 1946, with the publication of a White Paper dictating that salaries should be 
accorded “irrespective of the race or domicile” of the employees” and that all 
positions should be open similarly based on qualification and not race, it was 
nonetheless ignored in practice by the colonial bureaucrats (Kua, 2007: 3). For the 
better-educated local middle class, this contributed to an increasing frustration with 
the mounting contradictions of the rule of colonial difference. 
 
 One of the incidences in the immediate postwar period that became a point of 
contention in the public service was the issue of wage and employee discrepancies 
between the local and European civil servants. As Yeo (1973: 72) observes, 
“Singaporeans emerged from the war with a hypersensitive revulsion against any 
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form of racial discrimination. This came to be focused on the public service where, 
apart from the all-white clubs, racial discrimination had its most concrete and visible 
manifestations”. While discrimination on the basis of race and class had already been 
in place in the public service before the war, the prior image of British superiority and 
invincibility had been destroyed in their surrender to the Japanese (Tarling, 1993: 
140-1). In addition to this, the wartime experience of civil servants under the Japanese 
only fueled a heightened intolerance for racial inequality. According to Gamba (1962: 
71-2), although “the civil servant and his Japanese master ate the same food, went to 
many of the same places regardless of class and race”, there were other distinctions 
enforced by the Japanese, such as first class buses reserved for Japanese personnel 
and second class for other Asians. As such, when the British exercised new forms of 
differential treatment of local and European civil servants after the war, much 
criticism arose from the public, especially from the middle class, which was most 
directly affected.30  
 
This contradiction between formal and substantive racial equality in the civil 
service culminated in the Council of Joint Action (CJA) in 1952 organized by the 
Singapore Federation of Government Employees and the Senior Officers’ 
Association, which fought for the labor interests of local civil servants (Tan, 1999: 
76) against the inequalities existing between local and European civil servants. One of 
the unions that were part of this movement was the Singapore Teachers’ Union 
(STU). Established in 1946, it was a challenge to the increasingly unacceptable 
                                                
30 For example, back-pay for the Europeans constituted three and a half years’ full salary paid in 
pounds sterling using Malayan funds, while local civil servants received three months’ rehabilitation 
pay based on the 1941 scale. This was challenged by the Junior Civil Service Association (JCSA) to 
little avail and much futility, and while many concerns such as fairness of wartime compensation were 
involved, the issue of racial discrimination remained the one that was most opposed and contested by 
the local middle class. 
 59 
perpetuation of colonial racial domination in the educational sector. In particular, 
there remained a disparity in wage scales between expatriate and local teachers, where 
a newly appointed expatriate teacher would earn the same wages as an experienced 
local one (Kua, 2007: 123-4). On an ideological level, the STU’s discursive challenge 
of the prevailing colonial order and championing of racial equality represented a 
direct confrontation with the colonial ideology of racial superiority that local teachers 
had been subject to. The political work of the STU thus constituted more than merely 
a call for equality of labor employability and income, but also a racial project that was 
“simultaneously structuring and signifying” (Omi & Winant, 1994: 68). It was 
structuring in terms of its attempt to reshape a prevailing colonial order that 
perpetuated the rule of colonial difference, but it was signifying at the same time by 
actively representing its subjects – in this case the particular professional group of 
teachers, but by extension, the various subordinated races and classes in Singapore 
society – as deserving to be treated no differently from the colonials. 
 
 
Working Class Appropriation of the Anti-Colonial Movement 
 
 The postwar contestation of colonial structures and representations of race and 
class, while having its origins in local middle class discontent with racial 
discrimination in the civil service, assumed a more confrontational character in the 
1950s when it achieved widespread resonance with the working classes, the majority 
of whom shared its anti-colonial position but with a more strident left-wing 
orientation. Two significant movements may be seen to have emerged from this 
predominantly working class initiative: the Chinese middle school student movement 
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and the left-wing trade union movement. The two groups worked very closely with 
each other and were largely in agreement with each other ideologically. Lim Chin 
Siong, who began his political activism as a member of the student movement and 
later in the trade union movement as secretary-general of the Singapore Factory and 
Shop Workers’ Union (SFSWU), made this observation of the two movements: 
“Students and workers were in the forefront of the anti-colonial struggles. This was 
the case in many other Afro-Asian and Latin American countries too. In this struggle, 
students and workers treated each other as brothers and sisters” (cited in Chew, 1996: 
79). Indeed, the relationship between the two may be considered mutually supporting 
and even symbiotic, as will be explored in the following chapters. In this section, 
however, attention will be given to the specific roots and motivations of anti-
colonialism of both movements. 
 
 For the Chinese middle school students, their anti-colonial sentiment has often 
been attributed to the policies of the colonial government, which were perceived to be 
discriminatory against the Chinese and particularly suppressive of Chinese education. 
As Yeo argues, the Chinese students were discontented with their position in society. 
Most of their parents belonged to the lower strata of society, and yet, although the 
students were educated,  
 
British policy blocked their advancement to position (sic) of power, influence and 
prestige. The upper echelons of the government, city council, public corporations and 
European agency houses, banks and other concerns were monopolized by the 
English-educated, mainly European expatriates. The middle-ranking and lower 
reaches of these establishments, entry to which required an English education, were 
occupied by the local English-educated … Although unemployment was not a serious 
problem among them, the Chinese-educated could hardly find careers that would 
meet their aspirations to leadership… Little wonder that they felt themselves 
politically and socially ostracized in colonial Singapore. (Yeo, 1973: 176) 
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As such, although the Chinese middle school student was better educated than the 
average working class individual at that time, the students identified more readily 
with the working class because of the types of jobs they were forced to settle for. This 
predicament, which was the cause of much frustration among them, was viewed as 
largely a result of racially discriminatory colonial policy.31 The same is regarded for 
the colonial approach towards local education where an anglicized, Singapore 
centered rather than Chinese-centered identity in schools was privileged (Wong, 
2006), one which was predictably met with much resistance from the Chinese 
community as a whole. 
 
 More often than not, the activism of the Chinese middle school students is 
remembered in terms of their reactions to and protests against specific colonial 
policies, for these were the instances in which widespread mobilizations occurred. 
The historical milestone for the Chinese student activists was their vociferous 
opposition to the colonial government’s registration exercise for National Service in 
1954 through a widespread boycott of registration and an eventual clash with the riot 
police on May 13th. Accounts such as Drysdale’s (1984) reduced this to solely a case 
of communist infiltration of the schools, and while the communist influence in the 
                                                
31 Prior to 1957, only English-educated students could apply for jobs in the civil service. This policy 
was changed on 1 April 1957 when it was announced that the Chinese Senior Middle III student 
examination was regarded as equivalent to the Cambridge school certificate for purpose of entry into 
the civil service. Outside of the civil service, however, there has been little empirical work done on the 
employment conditions of the Chinese students. One exception is Hoh’s (1958) work on the problem of 
unemployment among Chinese middle school graduates in 1955. Based on a limited sample of 78 
graduates across the various Chinese middle schools in Singapore, Hoh showed that there was no 
unemployment among the graduates, a finding which is corroborated with the official statistics in 
available in 1957 that showed that the unemployment rate of the English-speaking Chinese (5.1%) was 
undistinguishable from that of the Chinese-speaking Chinese (4.9%) (Report of the Census of 
Population 1957: 198). 64% of the middle school graduates proceeded with further studies, and of the 
30% who were employed, most were from less well-to-do families, had little choice but to “accept any 
job that comes their way” (Hoh, 1958: 76). While the findings are less than generalizable, they do point 
towards a possible interpretation of the employment conditions faced by the Chinese students in the 
mid 1950s, that while unemployment might not have been a problem, the graduates’ options for 
employment was limited, both by their exclusion from the civil service, and by the prevailing financial 
situations of their respective families. 
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Chinese middle schools at that time cannot be denied, such accounts fail to identify 
the significance of anti-colonialism to the students’ cause. Cheng Ah Lun, who was 
principal of the Chinese High School32 during this period, made this evaluation of the 
students’ anti-colonial motivations: 
 
 The rise and fall of a country is the responsibility of every citizen. Everybody knows 
this, and everybody knows that it is everyone’s responsibility to defend the country. 
However, everybody also knew, after the Second World War, many of the British 
colonies around the world – colonies for more than a hundred years – had a deep 
impression of the pains of being governed and controlled by someone else. This was 
especially so for the young people, who were particularly sensitive to such a 
predicament … 
 
… The students openly expressed their opposition to National Service, but in reality, 
their everyday dialogue was always on their dissatisfaction with colonialism, and how 
we should fight for independence. This was the view that they didn’t openly express. 
I often heard them talk about this, and we know the students were saying, “The 
oppression under the colonial government was huge, and there was no freedom of 
speech or of organization”. Well, after the Second World War, many colonies had 
already become independent, so Singapore should be independent as well.33 
 
While the activism of the students was seemingly particularistic in its direct protest 
against specific policies (such as the National Service ordinance), the underlying 
motivation was anti-colonial, especially in its challenge of the rule of colonial 
difference. The prevailing social structure – interpreted by the Chinese as racially 
discriminatory in the colonials’ preference for the English-educated over the Chinese-
educated – was thus cast as issues of both race and class, and deemed as changeable 
only if the colonial order was challenged and overturned.  
 
 With regard to the left-wing trade union movement, there was a longer 
historical legacy that had been built up through the work of the MCP in Malaya. But 
                                                
32 Apart from the Chinese High School, students of Chung Cheng High School, Chung Hwa Girls 
School and Nanyang Girls School were most involved in the Chinese middle school student movement.  
 
33 Cheng An Lun, Oral History Recordings. Accession No. 000088, Reel No. 26. National Archives of 
Singapore. Translation from Chinese mine. 
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as Stenson (1970) has outlined, while the MCP had already established a Malayan 
Racial Emancipation League before the war as a means of unifying the three main 
racial groups of Chinese, Malays and Indians, it had in practice relied mainly on 
Chinese National Salvation Associations, and it was only the postwar associations 
under the MCP that were broader in scope in appealing across racial lines (Stenson, 
1970: 60). These associations, as Stenson elaborates, did not merely function to 
negotiate for better conditions for workers. Instead, 
 
[t]he traditional trade union methods of the strike, the go-slow or the demonstration 
were used by the M.C.P. not so much for the immediate economic gains which they 
may have secured, but for the long-term objective of worker solidarity and awareness. 
(Stenson, 1970: 61) 
 
The approach of the MCP in focusing on trade union activity as social and political 
vehicles rather than simply economic ones was most evident in its postwar concern 
for unifying workers across racial groups, a cause which was developing most rapidly 
in Singapore where as early as 1945 a preparatory committee had formed the 
“Singapore Various Races and Various Trades Workers United General Labour 
Union”. In conjunction with this, MCP propaganda also articulated its cause in terms 
of a racial and class-based struggle – that of uniting the working classes across racial 
groups in leading a national revolution against the colonial origins of racial and class 
oppression: 
 
The war waged by the British Imperialists, to-day, is a war of suppressing the 
colonial people, which is a retrogressive, reactionary and criminal war. Their object is 
to destroy the revolutionary strength of the people and to suppress the resistance of 
the people in order to stabilise their colonial domination over Malaya thus providing 
themselves with the opportunity to exploit Malayan resources and man-power 
continuously. But this war will be a national revolutionary war of the people of all 
races and classes, with the workers and the peasants as the mainstay … 
 
… Therefore, this is a war of all races combining together, to fight the foreign ruler – 
British Imperialists. It is a national revolutionary, a progressive and sacred war. In 
this war if the British Imperialists were to triumph, Malaya would be in the future 
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continuously be the Colony of the British Imperialists. All the Malayan people will 
remain hungry slaves with no liberty, leaving all we earn with our blood and sweat at 
the disposal of the British Imperialists and allowing the British Imperialists to make 
use of Malayan resources and man-power to save the economic crisis of their 
homeland.34  
 
It may be argued that the work of the MCP, in directing and mobilizing trade unions 
and associations, contributed in part to raising the political consciousness of the 
workers, particularly in being aware of and discontented with their racial and class 
positions within the colonial order. The anti-colonialism of the trade union movement 
that emerged from this initiative in the 1950s was thus one that involved both a racial 
and class formation, and was articulated in a discursive language that rallied the 
various local races and classes together against the colonialists, continuing the race 
and class project that was first embarked on by the MDU as described earlier. 
 
 It is difficult, therefore, to separate the political demands (that of a racial and 
class based struggle taking the overarching form of anti-colonialism) from the 
economic ones (that of advocating better working conditions and wages) in the trade 
union movement. This was true both in the MCP-led General Labor Union 
movements in the immediate postwar period until the imposition of Emergency 
Regulations in 1948, and in the revived left-wing labor movement in the 1950s, under 
the umbrella of organizations like the SFSWU. According to Fernandez and Loh 
(2008: 207), “the economic and the political were necessarily intertwined,” for that 
was indeed how the union leaders viewed their motivations. However, what set the 
left-wing trade union movement apart from the middle-class movement was the 
approach adopted. Both movements articulated political and economic demands, and 
both were anti-colonial in challenging their prevailing racial and class positions in a 
                                                
34 This is an extract from an early manifesto of the MCP, cited from Anatomy of Communist 
Propaganda (1950:12).  
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colonially ordered society, but while the middle-class movement was largely 
reformist in setting to “[improve] workers’ livelihood within the existing employment 
system,” (Yeo, 1973: 235) the left-wing trade union movement of the 1950s, being a 
predominantly working class movement, was more radical and militant.  
 
 It is in light of this overarching anti-colonial context that the rest of this study 
will be approached. The structures and representations of race and class, which had 
been established and perpetuated through the colonial order, became the points of 
contestation of the anti-colonial movements in the immediate post-war area. The use 
of anti-colonialism as a unifying, rallying motivation allowed for the emergence of a 
large-scale mobilization of the working classes, who took over and appropriated the 
initial racial and class projects of the middle class movement. The dynamics of 
mobilization and operation of these projects – the Chinese middle school student 
movement and the left-wing trade union movement – was by no means 
straightforward. Each of these movements 1) interpreted prevailing conditions of race 
and class, 2) organized and mobilized themselves along and across race and class 
lines, and 3) attempted to rearticulate race and class formations through their 
respective movements, in specific ways and in conjunction and cooperation with each 





Left of the Middle – Contestations of Race, Class and Nation in the Chinese 
Middle School Student Movement 
 
The S.C.M.S.S.U. is a Communist Front organization in the accepted use of the term. 
It follows a Communist line of policy and adopts Communist tactics. It is penetrated 
by members of the M.C.P. …  
 
… The Union has prevented the Chinese Schools from becoming a centre of Malayan 
loyalty. In spite of the conditions of its registration, it has taken part in political 
activities and industrial disputes in a way which proves it has been used as a 
Communist Front Organization. The Union has indulged in the “ill-considered attacks 
on, and destructive criticism of, constituted authority” which the All-Party Committee 
considered could only be a “disservice to Singapore”… It is not therefore primarily a 
students body concerned with matters of education and welfare but an instrument of 
political indoctrination which uses all its organization to exclude all other political 
views from the schools. This is not the democracy which is the wish of the 
Government and the people of Singapore: but a totalitarianism which inevitably 
infects the whole atmosphere of the schools … 
 
The Union has attempted to control Chinese Education and distort its cultural and 
educational purposes to political and un-Malayan ends. In order therefore to restore a 
free and healthy atmosphere to the Chinese Schools, the Government dissolved the 
Singapore Chinese Middle Schools’ Union on 24th September, 1956. 
 




The White Paper on the Singapore Chinese Middle Schools Student Union 
(SCMSSU), extracts of which are reproduced above, was presented to the Legislative 
Assembly on the morning of 4 October 1956 following the dissolution of the union 
nearly two weeks before. During that session,36 one of the main contentions of the 
debate was the level of Communist influence on and infiltration of the SCMSSU and 
                                                
35 Singapore Chinese Middle Schools Student Union. Legislative Assembly Session Paper No. 53 of 
1956. Pp. 18-9. 
 
36 Singapore Legislative Assembly Debates, 1956, Vol. 2. 4 October 1956. 
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the acceptability of its dissolution on grounds of its alleged subversive position. Most 
of the assemblymen present – largely representatives of the ruling Labor Front-
Coalition – welcomed the move by the government, arguing that it was in the best 
interest of the people of Singapore that a union such as the SCMSSU, having been 
penetrated by the MCP, be firmly dealt with and not permitted to persist in posing a 
danger to society. Opposition to this came mainly from the PAP camp represented by 
Lee Kuan Yew and Lim Chin Siong, who both decried the government’s action as 
repressive and betraying the principles of constitutional democracy. Also central to 
their defense of the student union was the unfairness and inaccuracy of the blanket 
term of “Communist” on their ideology and activities, as well as the arbitrary and 
undiscerning treatment of everything “Communist” as necessarily evil and 
subversive.  
 
The question of Communist influence in the SCMSSU is thus a crucial one. 
From the government’s point of view, the union was nothing but a Communist front 
that had ideologically and politically manipulated the Chinese middle school students. 
This view, regardless of the degree of its validity, served to justify the government’s 
failure to address the issues raised by the students, for, to them, if the students were 
merely pawns in the larger political plans of the MCP, it was the motives of the MCP 
rather than that of the students which really mattered. Conversely, though, if one 
regards seriously the arguments of the PAP representatives, the socio-political 
concerns of the students should indeed be taken into consideration, and the union not 
viewed as merely a Communist tool. At the heart of this debate was therefore the 
question of whether the SCMSSU should be treated on its own terms, or as a function 
of the political motivations of the MCP. 
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However, the question of Communism cannot be the only concern. The debate 
that ensued that day at the Legislative Assembly had ultimately failed to recognize the 
wider implications of the claims and actions of the SCMSSU, which include a 
particular interpretation of race and class in Singapore, a means of identification and 
mobilization along specific lines of race and class, and an attempt to rearticulate 
prevailing conditions and meanings of race and class. In addressing these questions, 
this chapter will be devoted firstly to establishing and elucidating the role of 
Communism in the mobilization and organization of the SCMSSU. This will provide 
the necessary framework for delineating the political trajectories undertaken in the 




The Role of Communism in the SCMSSU 
 
 At the Legislative Assembly debates, the main justifications for the dissolution 
of the SCMSSU were provided by Minister of Education, Chew Swee Kee. The 
minister pointed to “irrefutable evidence”38 that Communists had infiltrated the union 
by referring to prior arrests of union members who were later found out to be MCP 
officials. Apart from this, the rest of Chew’s speech dwelled lengthily on the practices 
of the SCMSSU, which he argued were inspired by Communist practices. This 
                                                
37 The format adopted in this chapter emphasizes the sociological analysis of the race and class-based 
significance of the Chinese middle school student movement rather than a chronological history of it. 
For more comprehensive documentation of the movement, see Chapter 5 of Yeo (1973) and Chapter 5 
of Liu & Wong (2004) 
 
38 Singapore Legislative Assembly Debates. 1956. Vol. 2. Column 349. 
 69 
included their alleged method of mass indoctrination through the 学习 (“xuexi” or 
“study”) campaign, which was a system of self-reflective and critical study through 
which ideologies of Marxism, Leninism and Maoism were taught. Based on these 
reasons, Chew explained the necessity to purge the SCMSSU from society, likening 
the process to a surgical procedure to remove the cancer of Communism from the 
Chinese middle schools.  
 
While regarded by Lee and Lim as sweeping and over-generalizing, Chew’s 
point on the influence of Communism in the Chinese middle school student 
movement is undeniable, though overstated. It is also a point promoted by scholars 
who regarded the Chinese schools as breeding grounds for Communism (Van der 
Kroef, 1967: 38) and as being particularly vulnerable to Communism (Clutterbuck, 
1984: 75). Citing an MCP document in 1954 that called for the formation of a student 
union, Yeo (1973: 192) also argues for the MCP’s influence of, if not hand in, the 
formation of the SCMSSU. In the Colonial Government’s own confidential reports, 
the charge is made too for the Communist inspiration of the SCMSSU, although it 
must be recognized that many of the arguments were inferential; factual evidence, on 
the other hand, was admitted to exist only “in one single instance” and in “three 
uncorroborated secret sources.”39 
 
 The oral history accounts of the student members of the SCMSSU, while also 
affirming the prevalence of Communism as the central ideology in the organization, 
provide a clearer picture of the views of the students and their motivations. From 
                                                
39 An Analysis of the Degree of Communist Inspiration and Control of the Chinese Students’ Campaign 
Against National Service Registration. Appendix to Chinese Students’ Behavior, prepared by the 
Singapore Local Intelligence Committee. Colonial Correspondences (CO 1030: 864). 
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these accounts, the appeal of Communism to the students may be attributed to both 
particularistic and universalistic motivations. Their particularistic motivation was 
related to the association of Communism with their Chinese identity. Hara (2003: 6, 
98) notes the influence the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) had among educators 
and students and how this became tied to Chinese nationalism when even the MCP 
began referring to China as “homeland” and was actively involved in supporting CCP 
efforts in China. The students’ affiliations in the early 1950s were thus still very much 
aligned with their Chinese identity and sentiments of Chinese nationalism, both of 
which were strongly exerted in the face of the perceived threat from a colonial 
government that was viewed as repressing Chinese education, language and culture. 
This explains in part the appeal of Communism to the students. 
 
Foo Shih Ching, a student of the Catholic High School and eventual member 
of the SCMSSU who was expelled for his involvement in the demonstration against 
National Service, explains this link: 
 
I think most of the students who took part in the sit-in were greatly influenced by the 
Communist ideology at that time. They held up China as the beacon to the future of 
humankind.40 
 
Elaborating on this pervasive influence of China and its accompanying Communist 
ideology, Chinese High School student and SCMSSU member Lam Yau Cheung 
comments: 
 
And at that time, the influence of China was particularly great… these ideological 
matters are quite remarkable. It was really pervasive, just like the air… everyone 
looked at China with a certain yearning, and as a pursuit.41 
                                                





The “yearning” and “pursuit” of China as the “beacon” suggests a projection of China 
as, if not the homeland to return to, at least the model society to be emulated. With the 
victory of the CCP in 1949, Communism as the pillar of this model society was 
appropriated by the MCP and subsequently by the Chinese middle school student 
activists themselves. As much as it was problematic to conflate national and ethnic 
identities with political ideology, it nonetheless reflected the worldviews of the 
Chinese students at that time, and their particular configuration of ethnic, national and 
political identities. 
 
 However, while the appeal of Communism was tied to the students’ 
particularistic Chinese identity, it was also universalistic in its ideological promise of 
social equality and freedom from what was regarded as a repressive colonial order. 
Foo, when asked about the aspect of Communism that had attracted him, replied: 
 
the egalitarian society. In fact, there was a mainstreaming of the movement in 
Singapore, whether you called it socialism, Maoism or Leninism. They stand for the 
common good of the common people.42 
 
When Foo speaks of egalitarianism and the “common good of the common people”, 
the reference point is no longer the particularistic concern of the preservation of 
Chinese identity and nationalism, but a more unifying one across racial and ethnic 
boundaries in situating Communism within a larger anti-colonial struggle.  
 
                                                                                                                                      
41 Lam Yau Cheung, Oral History Recordings, Accession No. 002947, Reel No. 3. National Archives 
of Singapore. Translation from Chinese mine. 
 
42 Foo Shih Ching, Oral History Recordings, Accession No. 001862, Reel No. 7. National Archives of 
Singapore.  
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In considering the role of Communism in the emergent Chinese middle school 
student movement in the 1950s, it is therefore important to recognize not only the 
influence of the MCP in organizations like the SCMSSU, but also the way in which 
the students themselves interpreted Communism, and appropriated it for their struggle 
with a motivation that was not merely particularistic as commonly assumed, but also 
universalistic. Such a perspective challenges the one-sided and historically 
imbalanced view of the students as merely influenced and manipulated by Communist 
groups. The tensions between the students’ particularistic as well as universalistic 
motivations in adopting Communism as their central ideology may be seen to play out 
in their interpretations, mobilizations, and rearticulations of race and class, as shall be 
explored in the subsequent sections. 
 
 
Interpretations of Race and Class 
 
 In Chapter One, it was shown that the works of Gilroy (1991) and Omi and 
Winant (1993) both advocate a treatment of race and racial formations as largely 
taking the form of socio-political movements that challenge existing conditions of 
race, these contestations constituting the terrain on which the meanings and uses of 
race are fought over in relation to other forms of inequality like class. This framework 
is particularly applicable to the case of the Chinese middle school students involved in 
the emerging anti-colonial student movement, where the colonial order through which 
race and class were structured and represented was challenged through mass 
mobilizations and student protests, most notably through the SCMSSU. What was at 
stake for the students was the colonial treatment of the Chinese, which was perceived 
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to be racially discriminatory against their rights to education and language, as well as 
in its unequal treatment of Chinese and English-educated at the workplace.43 This 
discrimination is in turn blamed for contributing to the predominantly working class 
position of the majority of the Chinese population.44 In order to make sense of this 
race and class-based contestation, an understanding of the Chinese middle school 
students’ own treatment of race and class as situated in the broader context of the 
Chinese community in Singapore, is required. 
 
 Race, for the Chinese students, was mediated primarily through a cultural 
identification with their Chineseness and Chinese civilization, and was generally 
conflated with the notions of ethnicity and nation. As such, while they were 
contesting a racialized colonial order, their own means of identification as a racialized 
group was often expressed concurrently through both ethnic and national identity.45 
Chinese nationalism, for example, was heightened in light of the political 
                                                
43 Yeo (1973: 175-6) documents the structural origins of the discontent of the Chinese students and 
their resultant views on the discriminatory practices of the colonial government. This had much to do 
with limitations to their work opportunities, and disparities in their salaries when compared to their 
English-educated counterparts. This led to Yeo’s observation that the Chinese-educated “harboured a 
hatred for colonialism the intensity of which only a few English-educated understood”. 
 
44 According to Singapore’s late former president Ong Teng Cheong, who was a Chinese middle school 
student in the postwar period: “The ruling class was the English-speaking class, including the civil 
servants who were educated through the English-stream schools, although they were local citizens. The 
Chinese-educated had difficulty in getting jobs, other than going into business of their own, starting a 
little shop or becoming hawkers and so on. If they wanted to get into the ruling class, they had to have 
English. It created two classes of people: one the ruling class, the other the Chinese-educated being 
ruled; and they found that in that sort of situation they had a better chance of survival fighting for their 
own interests collectively, rather than individually.” (cited in Drysdale, 1984: 67) 
 
45 The three concepts – race, nation and ethnicity – while conceptually distinct, need not be treated 
entirely separately. Immanuel Wallerstein (1991), using the complex politics of the construction of the 
“peoplehood” concept in apartheid-era South Africa, makes the argument that the contested nature of 
the concept in its reference to different people groups stems from the fact that “peoplehood is not 
merely a construct but one which, in each particular instance, has constantly changing boundaries” 
(Wallerstein, 1991: 77). These changing boundaries, Wallerstein maintains, have revolved around the 
concepts of race, nation and ethnicity – constructed notions of peoplehood that surface differently at 
different points in history. While Wallerstein argues within a specific neo-Marxist paradigm, this 
conception of the situational expressions of peoplehood through race, nation and ethnicity is applicable 
to the Chinese middle school students’ political use of their Chinese identity. 
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developments in China at that time, particularly the CCP victory in 1949; this was 
kept in ongoing tension with Malayan loyalties, although Malayanization only began 
in 1956. For the Chinese middle school students, the dilemma between the two was 
often debated in their discussion sessions, as some oral accounts mention.46 In terms 
of expressing and asserting their Chinese identity, however, both ethnicity and nation 
were invoked simultaneously, especially by appealing to a shared history, culture and 
language, and a common identification with Chinese civilization as a whole. This 
probably led Purcell to note, “[t]he Chinese are very conscious of themselves as a 
race. Although far from being united politically, they are always ready to present a 
united front when it is a question of national susceptibilities” (Purcell, 1967: 291). 
 
These notions of ethnicity and nation were mapped onto the existing racialized 
colonial order, a process that may be located in the political discourses found in the 
vernacular print media at that time.  As many of the interviewees indicated, as 
students they were relatively well read, with many of their views influenced through 
the print media, especially newspapers.47 In addition, members of the SCMSSU were 
also given literature and newsletters from Communist sources, resulting in much of 
their rhetoric reflecting the political discourses found in MCP publications. 
Accordingly, the mainstream presses, such as the Chinese language Nanyang Siang 
Pau, offer a broad insight into the way in which the Chinese viewed and interpreted 
race in postwar Singapore – this was in terms of a shared civilizational history that 
most Chinese, regardless of class position and political orientation, had in common. In 
                                                
46 Chen Say Jame, Oral History Recordings. Accession No. 001807, Reel No. 3. National Archives of 
Singapore; Lee Kim Leong, Oral History Recordings, Accession No. 002460, Reel No. 15. National 
Archives of Singapore. Translations from Chinese mine. 
 
47 Lam Yau Cheung, Oral History Recordings, Accession No. 002947, Reel No. 4. National Archives 
of Singapore. Translation from Chinese mine. 
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comparison, Communist newspapers, such as the MCP’s Chinese language Freedom 
News, adopted a more confrontational approach with regard to race, viewing their 
anti-colonial struggle as a united racial struggle against the rule of colonial difference. 
Both mainstream and left-wing presses arguably influenced the Chinese middle 
school students at that time in terms of the way they viewed and approached issues of 
race and class, and offer an insight into the students’ own treatment of race and class 
in the course of their activism. 
 
In the mainstream Chinese language newspaper Nanyang Siang Pau, the issue 
on the Chinese community’s rights to Chinese education was emphasized greatly in 
many editorial articles. In these articles, the arguments employed in advocating the 
equal treatment of vernacular education in Singapore incorporated a distinct 
culturalist view of Malayan society. In an editorial dated 23 April 1955, Malayan 
society was portrayed as being a cultural crossroad: 
 
When we look at how things are within Malaya, it has become the most excellent 
example of an exchange of Eastern and Western cultures, for Malaya’s geographical 
location is precisely at the crossroads of Chinese and Western cultural flow.48 
 
The following year on 8 August 1956, the same arguments were made by Nanyang 
Siang Pau in advocating for a multi-lingual policy that accorded equal status to the 
different vernacular languages. In this editorial, the context for the arguments were set 
in similarly civilizational terms: 
 
Malaya is a country that comprises the main ethnic groups of Chinese, Malay, Indian 
and European. She is currently transiting from the position of a colony to that of an 
independent, self-governing nation. In terms of population demographics, The 
Chinese and Malay are equal in occupying the greatest numbers. The Indians and 
                                                
48 Nanyang Siang Pau, 23 April 1955. “Social Review: Fight for Equal Treatment of Chinese Schools”. 
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English as well as other mixed peoples are the minorities. In terms of the history of 
cultures, the Chinese and Indians already have several thousand years of glorious 
history, and are at the same time the two most dynamic countries in the world; 
England was the pioneer of the modern industrial age, with the excelling of scientific 
talents, and was worthy of the many lands it occupied; And although the history of 
the Malays has been short, under the guidance of the Chinese, Indian and European 
“Big Brothers”, it will sooner or later have some achievement. That is why, if we 
move towards the advancement of the path of building a future great Malayan culture, 
the achievement of the equal status of Chinese, Malay, Indian and European ethnic 
groups will have a limitless future.49 
 
In both articles, the colonially established racial order is framed in either cultural or 
civilizational terms. For the first article, the divide between colonizer and colonized is 
reinterpreted in terms of an “exchange” at the “crossroads” between Eastern and 
Western cultures. For the second article, the established colonial order of Chinese, 
Malay, Indian and European races is retained as well, but the term 民族 (minzu) is 
used in preference to 种族 (zhongzu), the term that refers strictly to race. The term 
民族 (minzu) has been noted to refer, rather broadly, to the notions of race, people, 
tribe or national community, although it is commonly translated to English as 
referring to ethnicity. In Tan’s (1988) exposition of the term as national community, 
he traces the origins of the word to its appearance since the 19th century to its role in 
the Chinese political discourse of nationalism (Tan, 1988: 21). As such, the use of 
民族 (minzu) among the Chinese in postwar Singapore has to be considered likewise 
in its political context – that of referring to race, but also connoting both ethnic and 
nationalist sentiment.50 
 
                                                
49 Nanyang Siang Pau. 8 August 1956. “Social Review: Let a Hundred Flowers Bloom, and a Hundred 
Schools of Thought to Resonate - The Four Main Languages of Chinese, Malay, Indian and English 
Should Enjoy Equal Status”. 
 
50 Wallerstein’s proposed “peoplehood” concept resonates strongly here, serving as an appropriate 
interpretation of the concept of 民族 (minzu). 
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 Compared to the mainstream presses, the Communist newsletters (such as the 
MCP’s Freedom News) were harshly critical of the colonial government. The term 
民族 (minzu) is used frequently too, although it is employed in a more confrontational 
manner in referring to racial struggle and conflict. In an article dated 1955, also 
regarding the issue of vernacular education, it was written: 
 
The Chinese, Malay and Indian races throughout Malaya, for the sake of opposing the 
western education of enslavement in colonies and for the sake of resolutely 
safeguarding their own national cultures, have unanimously resorted to stick firmly to 
a common standpoint. 
 
Being confronted with the resolute opposition of the people of various races in 
Malaya, the British imperialists have no other alternative but to put up a thick face in 
announcing that their decision of notifying the schools of the various races to run 
national classes “is not compulsory”. Thus the intrigue of forcing the schools of the 
various races to run national classes has ultimately failed.51   
 
In criticizing the British treatment of vernacular education, the article pits the 
Chinese, Malay and Indian racial groups as a united front opposing the British, in 
doing so employing the color bar established colonially between the European and the 
Asian races as a means of framing the political situation in terms of an antagonism 
between the two.52 It should be noted, however, that despite its overwhelming 
Chinese membership and its evident involvement in racializing the situation, the MCP 
nonetheless sought to project itself as leading a united cause across the various racial 
groups in challenging the rule of colonial difference.  
 
 Both the Chinese mainstream as well as Communist presses may be seen to 
have contributed to the Chinese middle school students’ understanding of race. The 
                                                
51 Freedom News. February 1955. “The British Imperialists’ Intrigue to Open Up ‘National Classes’ is 
Smashed Up”. 
 
52 Such a polarity between the Europeans and Asians was accentuated discursively, with the racial 
position of the British mocked with derogatory terms like 红毛鬼 (“hongmaogui” or “red-haired 
devil”). 
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mainstream presses tended to reinforce the students’ Chinese identity in terms of 
ethnicity and nationalistic sentiment by appealing to a cultural and civilizational 
pride; the Communist presses, on the other hand, employed a more political use of 
race in employing it as a means of launching a united challenge against British 
imperialism and colonialism. This helps to account for the students’ conception of 
race and their approach towards it at that time: first, of being fiercely defensive 
against any government action that was perceived to threaten the preservation of 
Chinese culture and repress the right to Chinese education, and second, of also 
viewing their cause as a distinctly racial one against the rule of colonial difference. 
 
 If the students’ treatment of race dealt primarily with the discrimination they 
felt both as the Chinese race as well as part of the larger grouping of the Asian races, 
it was in their consciousness of their economic situation that the perceived 
discrimination is viewed to be contributing to their subordinate class position of the 
Chinese-educated. The Chinese students’ interpretation and inheritance of this 
working class position is described in detail by their English-educated counterpart 
from the University of Malaya, Lim Hock Siew, who later became a founding 
member of the Barisan Socialis Party: 
 
There was a very close identification of students’ interests with the workers in 
Singapore. And I think considering the fact that the Chinese school students at that 
time saw that their personal future lay in becoming workers themselves after 
graduation, this identification as something quite natural. Because after leaving 
Chinese schools, what other employment prospects do they have except working in 
the factories and becoming construction workers and even general laborers? You did 
have Chinese Middle School graduates, the 高中三 (gao zhong san, or “Upper 
Middle Three”) graduates, doing ordinary laborers’ work. Because at that time, the 
civil service was closed to them. You must know English. And it was only after the 
PAP came into power, that they allowed this equality of the four languages, official 
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languages, and the Chinese school stream graduates could gain entry into the civil 
service and other government employment channels.53 
 
Although their own various class positions were varied,54 the majority of the students 
identified most strongly with the working class, precisely because regardless of their 
level of education, most of them ended up in working class occupations since jobs in 
the civil service were entirely closed to them by virtue of their language stream. This 
identification with the working class greatly facilitated and accounted for the Chinese 
middle school students’ strong links with the left-wing trade union movement, which 
was a predominantly working class one, the two becoming inseparable during the 
1954-1956 period where student protests and workers’ strikes were carried out with 
each others’ mutual support. This relationship will be explored in greater detail in the 




Mobilizations of Race and Class 
 
 The mass level mobilization and organization of the Chinese middle school 
students was achieved mainly through the SCMSSU. The backbone of the 
organization was established in 1954 in response to the National Service issue, with 
the formation of the Singapore Chinese School National Service Exemption 
Delegation. At the meeting before that committee was dissolved, the leaders began to 
                                                
53 Lim Hock Siew (Dr), Oral History Recordings. Accession No. 000215, Reel No. 13. National 
Archives of Singapore. 
 
54 From one account of the class positions of Chinese High School students in 1950, there were three 
classes in the Upper Middle Three Year, of which one was reserved for children of wealthier, elite 
families. (Chen Say Jame, Oral History Recordings. Accession No. 001807, Reel No. 3. National 
Archives of Singapore. Translation from Chinese mine.) 
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direct their efforts towards a Preparatory Committee that eventually established the 
SCMSSU. The union was officially registered by the Labor Front coalition 
government in July 1955, when the leaders agreed to the condition that the union 
stays clear from any political activity. As recounted in several oral accounts by 
student leaders and members, the organizational structure of the SCMSSU comprised 
a president – Soon Loh Boon, three vice-presidents, and several sub-committees in 
charge of welfare, learning, organizing, propaganda and education, recreation and 
culture, and general affairs respectively, with a supervisory committee overseeing the 
operations.55 The union extended its influence over most of the Chinese-language 
schools, with the core of its activities centered in Chung Cheng High School and the 
Chinese High School. In these schools, student membership and participation were 
close to total, with each class represented by a class committee that reported to a level 
committee. It was on the class cell level (each class was divided into 3 or 4 cells) that 
学习 (“xuexi”) sessions were conducted, whereas larger scale activities brought 
together students from various classes and even schools, picnics being one of the most 
common activities.  
 
 The level of student membership in the SCMSSU and participation in its 
activities was most impressive, and while the students’ cause was anti-colonial in 
opposing colonial educational and language policies, they were mobilized through a 
broader appeal to issues of race and class. From most oral accounts, it was concurred 
that membership in the SCMSSU was an almost taken for granted fact, with most 
classes in the Chinese middle schools having close to full membership. Lam Yau 
                                                




Cheung estimated that on the day the SCMSSU was granted legal status, close to 80% 
of the student population from the Chinese High School turned up for the 
celebrations.56 In Chung Cheng High School, membership and participation was 
similarly overwhelming. As student Cheong Weng Yat recounted, his entire class was 
part of the union, and joining the SCMSSU was considered for them an honor and 
was something worthy of aspiration.57 Elaborating further on the motivations behind 
the mobilization of the students in the SCMSSU, Nanyang Girls’ High School student 
Chua Liang recounted the oft-repeated sentiments of the unfairness of colonial rule 
that could be heard at anti-government rallies during the student demonstrations: 
 
“We must always stand up for our homeland (China) and love it with all our heart. 
We are the descendents of a great race and we should not let them (the British) put us 
down. We must be united.”58 
 
As evident from Chua’s account, students were rallied along the lines of race and 
civilizational pride. Colonial rule, apart from being exploitative and racially 
discriminatory, was above all, humiliating for the Chinese, who regarded themselves 
as part of a great civilization. The success of this appeal was compounded when this 
civilizational pride was linked to national sentiment – that of regarding China as 
“homeland”. Although the SCMSSU had by 1956 begun to shift from this form of 
Chinese patriotism to a newfound Malayan loyalty,59 there remained a deep-seated 
                                                
56 Lam Yau Cheung, Oral History Recordings, Accession No. 002947, Reel No. 3. National Archives 
of Singapore. Translation from Chinese mine. 
 
57 Cheong Weng Yat, Oral History Recordings. Accession No. 002948, Reel No. 2. National Archives 
of Singapore. Translation from Chinese mine. 
 
58 Chua Liang, Oral History Recordings. Accession No. 001746. Reel No. 6. National Archives of 
Singapore. Citation and translation from Chinese by Liu & Wong (2004: 146). 
 
59 Han Tan Juan, who was in his first year in Chung Cheng High School in 1956, explained the 
political context of this transformation: 
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sentiment among the students, as Chua expressed, of the unity required among them 
as “descendents of a great race”. Whether tied to Chinese nationalism at the start of its 
formation or existing in conjunction with Malayan nationalism at the turn of 1956, 
race cannot be ignored as central to the mobilization of students by the SCMSSU. 
 
 In terms of class, it was earlier established as well that the students identified 
strongly with the working class and, as a result, were very supportive of the workers 
during their strikes. The initiatives of the left-wing labor unions were therefore 
instrumental in the mobilization of the Chinese middle school students. Yeo (1973: 
200) reports that students provided large amounts of food and funds to strikers at the 
Paya Lebar Bus Company, later turning up in support of the 82 strikers who were 
being persecuted for trying to prevent buses from leaving the depot. During the Hock 
Lee Bus Strike, students turned out in full force in their support of the strikers. This 
support was organized by the SCMSSU, mobilizing students who were all too eager 
to be involved. Lam Yau Cheung, who participated actively in these strikes, recalls 
vividly: 
 
At that time, the workers’ movement was widespread. Workers’ strikes were 
commonplace. There were strikes in big factories and small factories. Even in 
factories with just two or three employees, there were strikes. It was our hope that in 
this chaotic situation, we could join in the action. I remember when we were 
studying, when it was about the end of class time, those elder brothers would already 
have arranged for 8 or 10 lorries to be waiting at the school compound for students to 
board… to support the workers on strike. Once the lorries arrive, we will be very 
happy that we would get to go to the different places to show our sympathies to the 
                                                                                                                                      
At that time there were very interesting debates held in our school. One… debate topic was: 
should we consider Malaya as our motherland? One school of thought maintained that we 
should see China as the motherland, the other insisted that we should treat Malaya as our 
motherland. The position with Malaya as our motherland prevailed… It was because of the 
political idealism during those times. We thought that since we wanted independence of 
Malaya, we should not be fighting for it as a foreigner. If you had been loyal to China, you 
were seen as a foreigner. If you were a foreigner, you would not have the right to intervene in 
local politics. That’s why we needed to strip our identity as Chinese emigrants and to fully 
embrace our Malayan identity in order to fight for independence. (Tangent, 2003: 216-7) 
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workers. This was a very happy occasion. So once class was over, we would board 
the lorries, and grandly make our way to support the workers.60 
 
When asked to explain the motivations behind the overwhelming student support for 
the working class trade union movement, Lam elaborates: 
 
It was very simple at that time, because we really felt that this society was unfair. It 
was commonly viewed that they (the workers) didn’t eat enough to be full, but 
couldn’t die from hunger… We felt that we should support them, so that was the kind 
of mentality we had.61 
 
Relating this to the point made at the beginning of the chapter on the universalistic 
appeal of Communism to the Chinese students, it may be observed that the students’ 
support of the left-wing labor movement is based on a similarly universalistic 
motivation – of the unfairness of the prevailing conditions of social inequality – and 
an emphatic identification with the workers, who were viewed as reflecting the 
students’ own future. This existed in parallel with the more particularistic form of 
mobilization along the lines of race and civilizational pride, amidst a period of 
transition between conflicting national loyalties.   
 
 
Rearticulations of Race and Class 
 
 The Chinese middle school student movement has often been portrayed as 
either subversive acts and a threat to social order and governmental authority, or as 
expressions of protest over against the Chinese students’ own decentered social and 
political situation (Liu & Wong, 2004: 156). The local government’s position at that 
                                                
60 Lam Yau Cheung, Oral History Recordings, Accession No. 002947, Reel No. 4. National Archives 




time belonged to the former, with Chief Minister Lim Yew Hock condemning the 
student movement as possessing “persistent defiant and aggressive indiscipline.”62 
Most participants, however, saw their actions as a form of protest. In addition, 
because of its undeniable connection with communist ideologies and the communist 
organization itself, the movement has since been largely condemned as belonging to 
Singapore’s traumatic past in which social order was absent. This representation of 
the past as traumatic, Yao (2007) argues, has been a distinctive characteristic of 
Singapore’s nation-building narrative, in which an event such as the Chinese students’ 
involvement in the Hock Lee Bus Strike (commonly referred to and remembered as a 
“riot” rather than as a “strike”)63 has become “a festering wound in memory” that 
“incessantly reminds Singaporeans of past dangers and bloody chaos they cannot 
afford to live through again” (Yao, 2007: 40). Such representations, while always 
open to debate, mask the underlying social processes at work, and obscure the actual 
issues at stake. In this section, the focus will shift towards identifying the ways in 
which race and class were critiqued, challenged and rearticulated through the 
SCMSSU. 
 
 To the Labour Front government, there was never a doubt over the racial and 
class implications of the Chinese middle school student movement. Chief Minister 
David Marshall, for example, denounced the Chinese middle school students’ support 
of the Hock Lee Bus strikers as “working on the racial emotions of parents and of 
labour” and under Communist direction having “succeeded in bringing about a decent 
                                                
62 Singapore Legislative Assembly Debates. 1956. Vol. II, Column 215. 
 
63 The point made here is not to trivialize the violence that had occurred during the incident, but to 
observe the means through which the terminology of the “riot” has been used to dismiss the concerns 
of the workers and students as singularly subversive. 
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people strong racial emotions, blindly antagonistic”.64 While Marshall’s point holds 
with regard to the means through which racial sentiment had been summoned in the 
SCMSSU’s process of mobilization, it must be noted that the Chinese middle school 
students’ struggle constituted far more than subversion for its own sake. It was a 
racial and class-based project – something not altogether obvious when considering 
the broader political objectives of the SCMSSU in fighting for an independent 
Malaya. That project, however, was one that involved a critique of the existing social 
structure and the envisioning of an idealized “egalitarian society”65 which was 
possible through the unification of the various races.66 For the SCMSSU, the pursuit 
of this ideal was achieved through its anti-colonial struggle, since the colonial 
government was blamed for the prevailing repressive political climate that prevented 
them from transforming society as such.67 Protesting against colonialism was thus, for 
the SCMSSU, the indirect means through which social change could be initiated. 
 
 More directly, the Chinese middle school student movement challenged the 
structural conditions that separated the Chinese and English-educated, this being an 
issue of both race and class, with the social divide between the two expressed in those 
terms. In one of the public statements issued by the SCMSSU, this divide is criticized 
                                                
64 Singapore Legislative Assembly Debates. 1955. Vol. I, Column 257. 
 
65 Foo Shih Ching, Oral History Recordings, Accession No. 001862, Reel No. 7. National Archives of 
Singapore. 
 
66 Lee Kim Leong, Oral History Recordings, Accession No. 002460, Reel No. 15. National Archives of 
Singapore. 
 
67 When the SCMSSU was dissolved by the Lim Yew Hock-led government, student and union 
member Lam Yau Cheung described the students as being “filled with righteous indignation”. He had 
earlier described the repressive political climate as such: “Now, every segment had its own problems 
under political pressure – a lack of freedom, some form of persecution. Society was suppressed as if 
under a bleak shadow, so that’s why we felt that way.” (Lam Yau Cheung, Oral History Recordings, 
Accession No. 002947, Reel No. 3. National Archives of Singapore) 
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by comparing the government’s treatment of the Chinese-educated students with that 
of the English-educated students: 
 
The wishes of the Chinese school students to form the SCMSSU have never acted 
against the laws of a democratic nation – any enlightened person would approve. We 
know very well that in a democracy, there exists no law that permits the revocation of 
the rights of the public to form an organization; however, we do not understand how a 
government which styles itself as “democratic” and “law-governing” could 
unexpectedly forbid the Chinese students from enjoying their rights to form an 
organization. We are angry and dissatisfied that non-Chinese schools are allowed to 
form organizations; what are the reasons that the government treats the Chinese 
school students with such low regard and as being so incapable that the SCMSSU is 
refused registration? Chinese students are all the while being despised, and whatever 
things we do are seen as being deceptive.68 
 
The complaint of the Chinese middle school students against the colonial government 
in this statement was about the undemocratic treatment of the SCMSSU in refusing it 
the right to organization. This was regarded not only as undemocratic, but also as a 
case of colonial bias in favor of the non-Chinese schools, whereas the Chinese 
students depicted themselves as despised and looked down upon by the government. 
The process of rearticulating race and class was therefore one of challenging the 
inequalities that existed between the Chinese and English-educated. Although the 
students did not challenge the dichotomy itself, they did attempt to reinterpret what it 
meant to be a Chinese-educated student and to contest how Chinese-educated students 
should be treated on an equal platform with the English-educated.69    
 
While the colonial government rejected the registration of the SCMSSU on the 
basis of its purported political activity and communist influence, the colonial 
                                                
68 Nanyang Siang Pau, 31 March 1955. “Statement on the Ending of Class Boycotts by Various 
Singapore Chinese Middle Schools”. 
 
69 The divide between the Chinese and English-educated, as will be more evident in Chapter 5, was an 
expression of race and class inequalities in postwar Singapore. The Chinese middle school students, in 
challenging what it means to be Chinese-educated and demanding an equal treatment of both language 
streams, were thus engaged in the process of rearticulating race and class.  
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bureaucrats themselves were nonetheless very much aware of the existing inequality 
between the Chinese and English-educated in society. James Neill, who was the 
Principal Assistant of the Commission of Labor from 1954 onwards, acknowledged 
this structural problem whilst clarifying the limitations of the colonial education 
policy: 
 
You had a population which at that time was fundamentally more educated in the 
Chinese stream than the English stream, taking the population as a whole. And the 
best jobs were going to people who could speak English, who were educated in the 
English stream. I mean, that was bound to create resentment… looking back, the 
colonial educational policy was never designed nor ever admitted it was designed 
other than to service Singapore as a trading and garrison base… there was never any 
conscious policy to create a united nation through the educational system.70 
 
In vehemently protesting against colonial education policies perceived as biased 
against Chinese education and perpetuating the inequality between the Chinese and 
English-educated, the Chinese middle school students were engaged in a political 
struggle on the terrain of hegemony against the colonial state. This is documented in 
Wong’s (2006) work on the hegemonic struggles involved in the post-war reform of 
the Chinese schools in Singapore, where he argues that while Chinese schools were 
eventually institutionally incorporated into the Singapore education system, they 
remained “symbolically un-remade” by persisting in challenging the system.  
 
Through this period of decolonization, the broader efforts of the various 
factions of the Chinese community had in fact pushed the colonial and subsequently 
the Labor Front and PAP-led governments towards a more equal treatment of 
vernacular schools, moving from policies seeking to substitute Chinese schools with 
English ones and Anglicizing them, to eventually granting Chinese schools equal 
                                                
70 James Desmond Howard Neill, Oral History Recordings. Accession No. 000114, Reel No. 11. 
National Archives of Singapore. 
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status. The historical milestone marking this transition was the report of the All-Party 
Committee on Chinese Education in 1956,71 which called for the equal treatment of 
all the vernacular schools.72 While this was a furthering of the non-Malay position 
adopted in the earlier Fenn-Wu report in 1951,73 the All Party Report went further in 
maintaining the need for preserving cultural difference in the name of racial harmony: 
 
To embark on a policy to suppress the language of over 80 per cent of the population 
is not within the realm of practical politics. In protecting fiercely the continuance of 
Chinese education, therefore, the Chinese inhabitants of this Island are but voicing 
the innate fears that once a blow is struck at their language, culture will follow next, 
and without culture as the basis of its racial existence, no people could preserve its 
identity and racial dignity.74 
 
The demands of the various factions of the Chinese community, from the Chinese 
Chamber of Commerce (CCC) to the unions like the SCMSSU and the SFSWU thus 
exerted a positive pressure towards the formation of a multiracial approach towards 
policy making in Singapore. For example, the All Party Report, which adopted a 
sympathetic position to the Chinese community’s need for cultural preservation, was 
heeded and passed in the White Paper on Education Policy that same year. Although 
the SCMSSU continued to protest against the proposed reforms under this new policy 
on grounds that it was not sufficiently challenging colonialism, it may be argued that 
the union’s efforts as part of the Chinese community’s as a whole had indeed 
contributed towards a pressure for greater racial equality in Singapore’s education 
policy. The White Paper, for example, may be recognized as a landmark in the 
                                                
71 Report of the All-Party Committee of the Singapore Legislative Assembly on Chinese Education, 
1956. 
 
72 In particular, the report stressed that whatever recommendations made “should be applicable to the 
various races and that in fact there shall be equal treatment for Chinese, Malay, Indian and English 
education without any reservations” (ibid: 7). 
 
73 Chinese Schools and the Education of Chinese Malayans: The Report of a Mission Invited by the 
Federation Government to Study the Problem of the Education of Chinese in Malaya, June 1951. 
74 Ibid: 4. 
 89 
institutionalization of multiracialism in Singapore, a change that set the precedent for 





As a matter of reviewing this specific moment in the history of the Chinese 
middle school student movement from 1954 to 1956 in which political contestation on 
the ground level reached unprecedented heights, it may be argued that although the 
actual issues of race and class were seldom expressed explicitly in the political 
discourses of the students, both race and class have nonetheless featured prominently 
in the movement, as I have demonstrated in this chapter. Students interpreted race and 
class respectively through the lenses of their Chinese ethnic and national identities 
and an identification with the Chinese-educated working class; they consequently 
mobilized themselves along these lines, in a manner that that was not apparent, with 
national allegiances shifting from Chinese to Malayan loyalties alongside sympathies 
with the left-wing trade union movement with which the students strongly identified.  
 
Through these mobilizations under the broader anti-colonial struggle, the 
Chinese middle school student activists opposed the prevailing social conditions of 
race and class by advocating conditions of racial equality in education and language, 
challenged the racial and class inequality between the Chinese and English-educated 
in Singapore society, and protested vehemently against the colonial and subsequently 
local Labour Front coalition government which were viewed as perpetuating a 
repressive political climate that stifled their demands for social change. As such, 
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while the question of Communist infiltration and influence remains a debated issue 
and one that deserves further research, it cannot remain the only factor that 
determines the movement’s political legitimacy and social significance. Instead, the 
manner in which the Chinese middle school students related to Communist ideology 
provides the sociological context for understanding how they interpreted, mobilized 
and rearticulated race and class in postwar Singapore, processes which had not only 
ideological but also structural implications in terms of helping defining the emphasis 
on racial equality in language and educational policy. 
 
A brief theoretical reflection at this point is in order, particularly regarding the 
implication of adopting the critical race perspective to the study of the race and class-
based activism of the Chinese middle school students. The work of Gilroy 
painstakingly avoids both a formalized separation of race and class as well as a 
reductive view of the two, such that “‘race’ can no longer be reduced to an effect of 
the economic antagonisms arising from production, and class must be understood in 
terms qualified by the vitality of struggles articulated through ‘race’” (Gilroy, 1991: 
28). The anti-colonialism of the Chinese middle school students, in which race and 
class reinforced each other, demonstrates this dialectic well: it would be simplistic to 
argue that race was used merely as a vehicle for class-based politics (in the same way 
the SCMSSU cannot be viewed as simply an organization manipulated solely for 
Communist means), since the problem of racial inequality was itself a primary 
concern of the students; at the same time, the complex connection between their 
political contestation of race with ethnic, national and class identities suggests how 
problematic it is to deal with race or class in isolation.  
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The concurrent race and class-based politics of the Chinese middle school 
students is more accurately understood in terms of what Omi and Winant consider 
antagonisms that are fought over within “regions of hegemony” that “overlap, 
intersect and fuse with each other in countless ways” (Omi and Winant, 1994: 68). 
What the Chinese students understood by race should never be considered monolithic 
or static, and how they contested prevailing conditions of racial inequality was largely 
shaped by the meanings they attributed to being Chinese, and the aspects of 
Chineseness they were attempting to guard and preserve. However, the way they 
contested race through their activism was intricately linked to the means through 
which they contested class, since working class identification served to mobilize the 
students and the concurrent class struggle provided the arena for political struggle. It 
is to this left-wing trade union movement that we now turn, not simply as a parallel to 
the interpretation, mobilization and rearticulation of race and class by the Chinese 
middle school students, but also as a demonstration of how exactly such ideological 
contestations of race and class occurred through these “regions of hegemony”. 
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Chapter Five  
 
Rearticulating Race and Class through the Left-Wing Trade Union Movement 
 
In this extremely dangerous political situation today, the working class movement 
must stand aloof from all from all communal influences. The working class interests 
is something that transcends all communal interests for it is the interests of all 
workers irrespective of which ever community they belong. 
 
The workers in Singapore and the Federation have gone through very difficult phases 
in their struggle for a better livelihood. In this common experience of struggling for a 
better working condition the workers of all races have come to realize that their class 
interests transcends all communal barriers. We find Chinese, Malay and Indian 
workers manning picket lines, shoulder to shoulder, against employers of whatever 
race – be they Chinese, Malay, Indian or European. The Chinese worker finds more 
in common with his fellow Malay worker than with his Chinese employer.  
 





 The above speech was delivered by Lim Chin Siong at a May Day Rally in 
1962. This was eight years after Lim had joined the Singapore Factory and Shop 
Workers’ Union (SFSWU) in 1954 and led it as secretary general. From 1954 
onwards, the SFSWU’s membership grew to about 30,000, en route to becoming the 
heart of the left-wing trade union movement in postwar Singapore in 1955 and 1956. 
By October 1956, the union was dissolved, with its core leaders, including Lim, 
arrested,76 this being what he refers to as one of the “very difficult phases” of the 
workers’ struggle. In 1962, when Lim gave this rally speech, he spoke strongly 
                                                
75 Singapore Trade Unions May Day Joint Celebration Sovenir. 1962. Pp. 17-8. 
 
76 They were not to be released until 1959 with the assumption of power by the PAP, who had 
demanded their release on condition of their loyalty to the party, as articulated in the document titled 
The Ends and Means of Socialism which each of the detainees had to sign. 
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against “communalism” and advocated instead a unity within the working classes that 
transcended communal barriers. This discourse of class overcoming race in postwar 
Singapore, while delivered with a tinge of romanticism, has its roots in the attempted 
rearticulations of race and class through the left wing trade union movement in the 
mid 1950s as led by the SFSWU. Although the SFSWU was regarded by the Labor 
Front government as nothing more than a Communist organization77 and its 
dissolution on the grounds of the “defence of the peace and security of the men, 
women and children of all races and classes in Singapore”,78 much less attention 
however has been given to the way in which it had attempted to challenge existing 
structures and representations of race and class. In particular, there existed in the 
SFSWU an unprecedented collaboration between the Chinese and English-educated 
activists, one that reflected their political ideology of transcending racial boundaries. 
This constituted a project that rearticulated race in relation to class in postwar 
Singapore. 
 
 While the class consciousness of the workers in the left-wing trade unions has 
been well established, the way in which race was approached has been missing in 
most of the available literature, much less a conceptualization of the relation between 
the two. Yeo (1973), for example, while rightly focusing on the anti-colonial origins 
of the labor movement, nonetheless neglects the role of race in trade union formation. 
Even when race is considered in the equation, it is documented as one of the 
categories by which union leadership and membership could be broken down without 
much evaluation of its role as a force of mobilization (Heyzer & Wee, 1972), or is 
                                                
77 The Communist Threat in Singapore. Legislative Assembly Sessional Paper No. 33. 23rd August 
1957. Pp. 4-5. 
 
78 Singapore Legislative Assembly Debates. Vol. 2, Column 417. 5 November 1956. 
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dismissed as insignificant and overshadowed by the unifying strength of working 
class-consciousness (Lim, 1967). Attention will therefore be given in this chapter, as 
paralleled in the previous chapter, to the unionists’ interpretations of race and class, 
their mobilization along race and class lines, and their attempted rearticulations of 
race and class. This will in turn provide the context for analyzing the work of the 




Basis of Postwar Trade Union Formation 
 
 In Chapter Three, anti-colonialism was established as the primary motivating 
factor in the emergence of the post war trade union movement. Economically, there 
was a general dissatisfaction across the different class segments. Middle-classed civil 
servants galvanized in reaction to the discrepancies in post-war wage-scales and 
wartime back-pay between the expatriate and locals, culminating in the formation of 
the Council of Joint Action in 1952.79 Their cause was supported most notably by the 
MDU, which comprised a largely English-educated, middle-class leadership that was 
socialist in political orientation. 
 
The working class groups were also affected by the post-war economic 
conditions, with rising prices of commodities and necessities accompanied only by a 
ten percent increase in wages since pre-war standards, which hardly matched the high 
                                                
79 The Council of Joint Action was formed in 1952 by eventual PAP leaders Kenny Byrne, Goh Keng 
Swee and Lee Kuan Yew to “seek justice for local officers in the political arena” (Yeo, 1973: 120). The 
CJA’s demands for the equal treatment of races eventually formed the basis for the multiracial position 
adopted by the PAP, which will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter Six. 
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rate of inflation that arose through the black market. By the end of 1945, for example, 
black market rates for rice had risen to 10 times the pre-war prices, 19 times for sugar 
and 8 times for salt (Gamba, 1962: 45). At that time, the unemployment rate had risen 
as well, with the number reaching 28,000 (ibid: 42). As such, when the Wages and 
Cost of Living Committee80 appointed by the British Military Administration 
recommended in 1945 and 1946 only marginal increases in wages based on pre-war 
standards rather than post-war conditions, there was much public unhappiness and 
society was on the “brink of unrest” (Liu & Wong, 2004: 173).  
 
 If these economic factors formed the direct reasons for widespread social 
dissatisfaction and unrest, the problem of racial discrimination faced by both civil 
servants and non-government workers accounted for a more deep-rooted motivation 
for trade union mobilization. As Gamba (1962: 69) observes, for the local civil 
servants, “the low rates of salaries and the high cost of living, and resentment against 
racial discrimination, undermined efficiency and lowered morale”, and that “the same 
was true in non-Government enterprise where racial discrimination was more 
blatant”. 24th March 1947 marked the first time in the history of Malaya and 
Singapore that Asian civil servants protested against their employer, who they 
accused of being racially discriminatory.81 Trade union mobilization in this immediate 
post-war situation must thus be understood in terms of both racial and economic 
motivations, expressed collectively under the banner of anti-colonialism. 
 
                                                
80 Also known as the Pyke Committee. 
 
81 This was evident in many of the slogans on banners used in the protests. One of the banners, for 
example, read: “Uphold democracy and justice, down with colour prejudice” (Gamba, 1962: 86).  
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 The approaches and positions adopted by the colonial government during the 
immediate post-war period also shaped the growth of the trade union movement. 
While the government’s concern with the post-war economic conditions prompted its 
investigation of the reasons of worker unrest, it had also remained stubborn in 
refusing to change its policy on the civil service back-pay issue. This attitude was 
mirrored by European officials: although some “were aware of the changed situation 
and made genuine attempts to offer their Asian colleagues equality”, others “looked 
nostalgically back to the pre-war days” (Gamba, 1962: 79). As a whole, colonial 
ambivalence with regard to the dire post-war economic situation became the target of 
criticism from the emerging trade union movement.  
 
The growth of the movement, however, was also contingent on the colonial 
government’s approach towards unionism, which had at times severely restricted 
mobilization.82 From 1948 onwards, for example, a state of emergency was 
announced as a means of combating the Communist threat in Malaya. As a result, 
Communist-directed organizations such as the Singapore Federation of Trade Unions 
(SFTU) were dissolved, and restrictions on union activities increased, leading to an 
overall decline in trade union membership and strikes. It was only from the period of 
1954 to 1956 that the trade union movement re-emerged and expanded in 
unprecedented proportions (as evident in the following tabulation of trade union 




                                                
82 It must be noted, however, that the passing of the Trade Union Ordinance in 1940 had facilitated the 
legal formation and registration of trade unions in Singapore. 
 
 97 





Membership Man Days 
Lost 
1951 107 58,322 20,640 
1952 122 65,831 40,105 
1953 133 73,566 47,361 
1954 136 76,452 135,206 
1955 187 139,317 946,354 
1956 205 157,216 454,455 
1957 216 140,710 109,350 
1958 218 129,159 78,166 
1959 176 146,579 26,587 
1960 130 144,770 152,005 
 
This may be attributed to the announcement of the Rendel Constitution in February 
1954, which paved the way for legislative representation in 1955 – taken by unionists 
as a sign of the colonial government’s increasing openness to local political 
involvement. In light of this, the development of labor formation, especially the 
strong emergence of the left-wing trade unionism from 1954, must be seen in terms of 
its challenge to colonialism as well as being contingent on the political climate 
leading to independence. 
 
 
                                                
83 Annual Reports of the Labour Department, 1951-1960. 
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Interpretations of Race and Class 
 
 For the left-wing trade union movement that emerged in 1954, it is argued that 
the movement was characterized by a collaboration between the Chinese and English-
educated unionists. The peculiarity of this partnership needs to be emphasized in light 
of the prior and prevailing ethnic basis of trade union membership – an issue of race 
and class-based mobilization which will be covered in the next section. What is of 
interest here is the way in which race and class were viewed and interpreted by the 
unionists, which subsequently formed the basis for mobilization and the way in which 
their meanings and structures were challenged. One of the recurrent views on 
relations of race and class in post-war Singapore society was that of it being divided 
along a colonially imposed racial order. James Puthucheary, one of the leaders of the 
SFSWU, describes this view of Singapore society in 1955: 
 
My only impression is, among the older Indian voter, (the mood) was a resentment. 
There is always this great fear of the Chinese, a great fear that the Indians and the 
Malays share in Singapore. And that is not made easy by the strident Chinese 
articulators.84 
 
From the perspective of Puthucheary, Singapore society was structured distinctly 
along racial lines, with the minority Indian and Malay groups living in resentment and 
fear of the Chinese majority. Social division was hence regarded as based on racial 
antagonism, a perspective that was echoed by his fellow unionist Sidney Woodhull.85  
 
                                                
84 James Joseph Puthucheary, Oral History Recordings. Accession No. 000570, Reel No. 3. National 
Archives of Singapore. 
 
85 Sidney Woodhull, Oral History Recordings. Accession No. 000572, Reel No. 2. National Archives 
of Singapore. 
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From the perspective of SFSWU secretary general Lim Chin Siong, this racial 
antagonism may be accounted for in terms of cultural and ideological differences 
between the educational and language streams, as expressed in the often-mentioned 
dichotomy between the Chinese and English-educated: 
 
At that historical stage, the English-educated people tended to suspect that Chinese-
educated ones were Communist or pro-Communists and were out to make use of 
them. On the other hand, the general feelings amongst the Chinese-educated was that 
the English-educated intellectuals were not trustworthy, and they were out for high 
positions and their self-interest. 
 
There was a sort of mutual distrust and suspicion, caused by differences in 
educational and cultural backgrounds, and also by differences in their outlook. (cited 
in Chew, 1996: 115) 
 
This Chinese/English-stream divide, also referred to extensively by Puthucheary and 
Woodhull, may be seen to overlap with the racial division of society in several 
complex ways. For instance, it pit the Chinese speaking populace against the colonial 
Europeans; at the same time, however, it was one that split the Chinese themselves 
into two, in terms of the chasm between the Chinese-educated working classes and 
the English-educated groups. A further complication to this dichotomy existed as well 
in the separation between the Chinese from the non-Chinese racial groups that also 
belonged to the English-educated category, especially the Indians. Divisions of race 
and class in Singapore society were therefore viewed, to a large extent, in terms of 
their coincidence and overlap with educational and language streams.  
 
 The acknowledgement of these divisions in society by both the Chinese-
educated unionists like Lim and the English-educated unionists like Puthucheary and 
Woodhull served to unite rather than divide them in their union activities. This was 
made possible through their common anti-colonial sentiment, for it was the colonial 
order that was viewed as responsible for keeping in place the prevailing structures of 
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racial and class-based inequalities. Secretary for the Singapore Bus Workers’ Union, 
Chen Say Jame, for example, asserts that it was for this reason that toppling 
colonialism was the main objective of their union activities.86 Therefore, as much as 
there existed cultural and class differences – real or imaginary – between the Chinese 
and English-educated, the unionists nonetheless converged under this common anti-
colonial motivation, sharing a Marxist ideology that repeatedly called for a uniting of 
the working class across racial lines.87  
 
 
Mobilizations of Race and Class 
 
 In the pre-war context of trade union formation, there was a strong ethnic 
basis of association and organization, this being evident especially among the 
Chinese, who are noted to be the first to form labor organizations (Gamba, 1962: 2). 
In a report on labor and trade union organization in Malaya and Singapore 
commissioned in 1948, Awbery and Dalley (1948: 19) made the argument that the 
trade union movement in Malaya derived its origins from pre-war ethnic-based 
organizations such as Chinese secret societies, guilds, associations, clans and clubs. In 
particular, they identified the Chinese Guilds as the organizations which the post-war 
trade unions bore the greatest resemblance to, these being societies formed on the 
                                                
86 Chen Say Jame, Oral History Recordings. Accession No. 000138, Reel No. 4. National Archives of 
Singapore. 
 
87 When asked about the way in which he contextualized his Marxist ideology in the local situation, 
Woodhull replied, “One way to bring people together in Malaysia was to have something that’s got 
nothing racial in its overtones. A class struggle was relevant there. And of course democratic socialism, 
different shades and in the left-wing spectrum.” (ibid) 
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basis of dialect and territorial origin – Cantonese, Hakka, Hokkien and so on – and 
involved in settling the wages and work arrangements of its members.  
 
This form of ethnic-based organization has its roots in the 18th century 
diasporic Chinese institution known as kongsi,88 which Trocki (1990: 14-5) points out 
was an “economic brotherhood” that existed for the unity of Chinese migrants to 
“survive economically and socially”, organized along the lines of dialect group or 
places of origin. The Indians in Malaya had a similar means of labor organization, 
although they did not form labor associations until just before the Second World War, 
and this too was along caste and places of origin (Gamba, 1962: 11). The pre-war 
formations of trade unions in Singapore therefore served both social and economic 
functions, with a strongly ethnic basis of organization. 
 
 There was continuity of this ethnic basis of organization and mobilization in 
the post-war trade union movement, of which the left-wing movement was a part. One 
aspect of this was the central role of the use of vernacular languages in trade union 
formation, which in contrast to the English language of the colonialists, was not 
simply an issue of practicality, but rather integral to the formation of an anti-colonial 
identity through which a vocabulary for expressing the workers’ struggle could be 
employed. In Awbery and Dalley’s (1948: 41) report, it was noted that Malaya’s 
“variety of race, religion and culture” made trade union organization so much more 
difficult. This meant that language was crucial in labor mobilization, as also evident 
in the fact that the accounts of most trade unions in the postwar period were written in 
                                                
88 According to Trocki (1990: 11), the kongsi is a “generic Chinese term for a range of social and 
economic configurations that includes everything from business partnerships to clan and regional 
associations to secret triad societies. It signifies a kind of cooperation or, most correctly, a ‘company’ 
in which a group of individuals pooled economic resources and thus received a share in the enterprise”.  
 102 
their respective vernacular languages.89 Puthucheary, in his role in mobilizing 
Malayalee workers, describes his involvement in one such strike at the Ford Factory 
led by fellow unionist Devan Nair: 
 
I used to go there to speak in Malayalam, which is my mother tongue. But I can 
hardly speak seven words of Malayalam. But the crowd used to wait to listen to my 
seven words of Malayalam. There was an upsurge. I cannot put it in any other way 
except an upsurge of feeling. Something great was going to happen.90 
 
Despite Puthucheary’s poor command of Malayalam, the workers nonetheless looked 
forward to listening to whatever Malayalam he could muster. In this case, the shared 
language, however limited, provided the opportunity not only for labor mobilization, 
but also a concurrent consolidation of ethnic solidarity, the two processes being 
inextricably linked to the overall “upsurge of feeling” that Puthucheary described.  
 
In Liew Kai Khiun’s (2006) work on the role of the Malayalee community in 
labor formation in the Naval Base in Singapore, the argument is made for a 
transnational history of the labor movement against the reduction of history to the 
“Chinese, Indians, Malays and Others” (CMIO) classifications. The Malayalees, 
despite being an ethnic minority under the blanket racial category of “Indian” (the 
Tamils being the majority), flourished culturally as a community and were active in 
the trade union movement at the Naval Base. They had been brought into Singapore 
from the 1940s by naval officers under a racialized mindset that deemed Indians less 
prone to strikes than the Chinese, but as a community they ended up challenging this 
racialization, as well as the racialized stereotype of their indolence, and even existing 
policies that were racially discriminatory. This was particularly evident in the 1950s 
                                                
89 Report of the Singapore Labor Department, 1950. Pp. 8. 
 
90 James Joseph Puthucheary, Oral History Recordings. Accession No. 000570, Reel No. 3. National 
Archives of Singapore. 
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in their protests against dockyard policies that granted European employees rights 
related to cost-of-living allowances and leave matters while denying them to their 
Asian counterparts. In this case of Malayalee labor mobilization, such nuances in the 
role of ethnic affiliations and allegiances in labor formation would certainly have 
been lost if one was to hold on to a strictly racial CMIO classification, for it was in 
this case ethnicity more so than race that was central to union mobilization. 
 
Among the Chinese, the same may be observed regarding the ethnic basis of 
mobilization, one of the most significant examples being the prominent left-wing 
trade union, the Singapore Bus Workers Union (SBWU). The SBWU, which was 
strongly affiliated to the SFWSU, was headed by Fong Swee Suan, a former student 
leader and classmate of Lim Chin Siong in the Chinese High School who engaged 
some of his former activist peers from school as his paid staff in the union. As a staff 
of the union, secretary Chen Say Jame recounted: 
 
I was a Hengwah and at that time more than 90% of the SBWU were Hengwah – 
from the same village. Roughly 90% of the bus employers were also Hengwah, so we 
all had relations with them, you know? We were all relatives or village-mates, or 
whatever relation. That’s why, at that time when we organized [union activities], it 
was dependent on these relations. That was the reason.91  
 
While the Middle Road unions have largely been considered as part of a Chinese left-
wing labor movement, the SBWU was a notable exception. Even though the members 
were all Chinese, it was not so much being Chinese that facilitated union formation 
and membership, but the more specific ethnic identification with being Hengwah. 
What this means for the sociological conceptualization of the Chinese working class 
is that it cannot be considered one homogenous group, but rather divided along 
                                                
91 Chen Say Jame, Oral History Recordings. Accession No. 000138, Reel No. 3. National Archives of 
Singapore. 
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political (left or right-wing) and ethnic lines (“dialect groups”), and as distinguished 
most visibly through language (or “dialects”). These distinctions account for labor 
mobilization with more precision than the broad category of “Chinese”. 
 
In Warren’s (2003 [1986]) subaltern history of Singapore as told through the 
perspective of the rickshaw coolies, he argues for the significance of sub-ethnic 
groups or “dialect groups” over the broad “Chinese” category at the start of the 20th 
century: 
 
To a European, a rickshawman was a ‘Chinese’, but to a coolie nothing was more 
familiar than their regional origin. A puller was a Cantonese, a Hokkien from the 
Amoy prefecture of Fukien province, a Hakka, or Kheh as the Hakkas were called in 
Singapore by adoption of the Hokkien pronunciation of their name, a Teochiu, from 
the Swatow prefecture of Fukein province, or a Foochowman – Hockchia or 
Hengwah. At the beginning of this century a puller could identify the place of origin 
of the numerous men in the rickshaw trade by their speech, residence, place of 
worship, and where they plied for hire. (Warren, 2003 [1986]: 36) 
 
Here, Warren’s work establishes the deep-rooted identities in “dialect groups” in the 
early 20th century, which sets the precedent for the dialect-based forms of labor 
mobilization in the postwar period.92 The similarities between the historical period 
covered by Warren and the postwar period is striking: race persists as the imposed 
category through which the colonial state viewed its subjects, whereas ethnicity was 
in both periods of history the primary means of group identification and mobilization. 
 
  Under the broad umbrella of the SFSWU, however, there was a coming 
together of these unions across ethnic lines through its multiethnic representation as 
well as its ideological position of overcoming communal boundaries in forging a 
                                                
92 In addition, he also points out that the Hengwah pullers were the most militant of the groups, and 
were responsible for many of the early strikes. The militancy of the Hengwah seems to have been 
passed on to their bus worker descendants. 
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unity in the working class. This has been attributed to the willingness of Lim Chin 
Siong as secretary general of the SFSWU to collaborate with the English-educated, 
such as the left-wing University of Malaya Socialist Club group who published the 
society’s newsletter Fajar. Harper (2001: 19), for example, makes the argument that 
what emerged from these relations was “a distinctive multiracialism, which sought to 
transcend, rather than manage ethnicity”. It was this partnership that eventually bore 
fruit in the collaboration between the Chinese educated unionists like Lim and Fong 
Swee Suan with their left-wing English-educated counterparts, like Devan Nair, 
Puthucheary and Woodhull, who together sought to bring together workers of “all 
walks of life” (Chew, 1996: 114) who had “traditionally been disadvantaged in 
relations with management by working in small numbers in dispersed places of 
employment” (Harper, 2001: 17). The way in which this collaboration across lines of 
ethnicity and language/educational stream functioned in rearticulating structures and 
representations of race and class will be developed in the following section. 
 
 
Rearticulations of Race and Class 
 
 The impression that the SFSWU was a predominantly Chinese organization 
rather than a multiethnic one, while often exaggerated, is not altogether unwarranted. 
The most prominent union under its wing, the SBWU, was entirely Chinese in 
membership.93 Two of the most influential of its leaders were the Chinese-educated 
activists Lim Chin Siong and Fong Swee Suan, while its keenest and most vocal 
supporters came from the Chinese middle schools. And as Yeo (1973: 241) argued, “it 
                                                
93 As mentioned earlier, it was more accurately predominantly Hengwah in membership. 
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was from the Chinese-speaking section of [the manual, semi-skilled and lowly-paid 
white collar] work force that the SFSWU derived its strength”. However, less 
attention is paid to how the Chinese-educated unionists had forged a partnership with 
the English-educated ones through the SFSWU, under the banner of a left-wing, anti-
colonial trade union movement.94 Although this partnership was hardly a balanced 
one, considering how the Chinese-educated unionists enjoyed a much greater popular 
following,95 it did set into motion an attempted rearticulation of race and class in 
postwar Singapore.  
  
 Part of this attempted rearticulation of race and class may be attributed to the 
work of English-educated unionists like Woodhull and Puthucheary, who recognized 
this Chinese bias in the left-wing trade union movement. For Woodhull, the challenge 
was therefore making the movement relevant across racial and ethnic lines in 
Singapore, especially to the Malays who tended to be underrepresented in the labor 
movement: 
 
We were extremely conscious of the need to relate what was happening in Singapore, 
the rest of Malays. You treated it as one and the same. And the weakness was not 
understanding the Malay language. And everybody began to study as much as you 
could, even at that early stage, to make people realize that in the national interest, one 
should learn Bahasa. And even at that stage, this was recognized, that we had to do 
something to get over this major defect in the general organization and 
communication. But it was quite clearly heavily Chinese biased. Heavily Chinese 
biased.96 
                                                
94 More recent accounts like have begun to take note of this, such as in Fernandez and Loh (2008: 211), 
who observe the left-wing labor movement’s “broad coalition of politicians, university and Chinese 
middle-school students, and workers arrayed against the colonial system”.  
 
95 In 1955, even within the PAP, which comprised a largely English-educated middle class leadership, 
the Chinese-educated leaders had much more influence on the grassroots level. This point was raised 
by PAP member Fong Sip Chee, who noted: “With due respect to Lee Kuan Yew and Toh Chin Chye, 
their influence at that time on the grounds were really not that penetrating. The branch were not 
controlled by the English-educated in the first place.” (Fong Sip Chee, Oral History Recordings. 
Accession No. 000024, Reel No. 6. National Archives of Singapore) 
 




Unionists like Woodhull thus actively sought to rearticulate racial politics in 
Singapore by directly addressing the overrepresentation of the Chinese and making a 
deliberate effort to incorporate the interests of the Malays. At the same time, however, 
the English-educated unionists also had an immense amount of respect for their 
Chinese-educated counterparts, as evident in Puthucheary’s explanation for their 
willingness to work with the Chinese-educated and the enthusiasm they had when the 
opportunity arose: 
 
I think the real truth of the matter is, we were caught with the euphoria of being able 
to work with the Chinese-educated. They would have been a world outside our 
perceptions. And they were really the people who seemed to count, not the English-
educated at that time.97 
 
As evident from Puthucheary’s motivation in collaborating with the Chinese-educated 
unionists, there was a significant imbalance of power between Chinese and English-
educated activists, one in which the political demands of the Chinese-educated, rather 
than their English-educated counterparts, “seemed to count”. Hence, for left-wing 
unionists like Puthucheary and Woodhull, the Chinese unionists like Lim and Fong 
belonged to a different world outside of their perceptions, owing largely to the 
political consciousness of the Chinese unionists and middle school students.98 It was 
these two disparate worlds that the SFSWU leaders sought to bridge through their 
mutual partnership across lines of race and class. 
 
                                                
97 James Joseph Puthucheary, Oral History Recordings. Accession No. 000570, Reel No. 3. National 
Archives of Singapore. 
 
98 Sidney Woodhull recognized in particular the political strength and volatility of the Chinese middle 
school students when he observed, “the essential thrust and the most articulate and most politically 
conscious groups were from Chung Cheng and Nanyang And they were the most volatile, the most 
active, the most alert of the lot.” (Oral History Recordings. Accession No. 000572, Reel No. 3. 
National Archives of Singapore) 
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  Politically, this coalition between the Chinese and English-educated unionists 
may be viewed as a mutually beneficial partnership. The Chinese-educated unionists 
benefited from their English-educated counterparts’ ability to reach out to the non-
Chinese segments of society, especially through unions like the Singapore Harbour 
Board Workers’ Union (SHBWU), which was predominantly Indian. Their English-
education also allowed for a more direct engagement with the colonial administration. 
Conversely, the English-educated unionists recognized the political strength of the 
Chinese masses, whose support could be secured with the Chinese-educated unionists 
on their side. In addition, the English language stream of the unionists was an obstacle 
to them “directly mobilizing the mass of the Tamil labor force” (Stenson, 1980: 188), 
which was demographically the largest Indian working class group. This led the 
English-educated Indian trade unionists to rely instead on identifying with the 
Chinese working classes through the Chinese-educated unionists and on the basis of 
their own left-wing credentials. 
 
However, beyond this utilitarian viewpoint, one has to also recognize the 
shared motivation to project a multiracial front in opposition to the rule of colonial 
difference that was being challenged. This went beyond the symbolic, encapsulated in 
the multiracial representation of the organization’s executive leadership, to the 
ideological, that of a Marxism that offered the promise of transcending racial and 
ethnic boundaries. In the eyes of unionists like Woodhull, it was by adopting this 
ideological standpoint that the problematic racial division of Malayan society could 
be overcome: 
 
In a society … where there were deep racial divisions, it’s the one ideology that 
seemed to cut through right across. And the question of a class struggle was equally 
real. Whether you’re talking of the Chinese towkay or otherwise made no difference. 
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The worker was a worker. The man, the Indian in the plantation, the Malay in 
Persawah, the Chinese in the tin mines was still a worker. And in however simplistic 
terms, it seemed to be the sensible thing that offered itself at the time for a way of 
unifying people on a real and lasting basis. I think that was the most compelling 
thought at that time of the relevance of Marxism … All of us who were there together 
felt it was the obvious [choice]. There could be no argument against it at all.99 
 
It was perhaps overly simplistic for Woodhull to claim that ethnic allegiances counted 
for nothing in the face of the class struggle, and it may be noted that his statement 
shared some of Lim’s romanticism in his May Day Speech quoted at the beginning of 
the chapter on class solidarity overcoming all forms of racial difference. However, it 
does suggest the kind of hope placed in Marxism as an ideology to transcend racial 
and ethnic differences, and implicitly the vision upheld of the SFSWU as the 
organization through which such differences were bridged.  
 
 
Ideological Struggle over Race and Class 
 
The SFSWU’s attempt at uniting the various workers and unions across racial 
lines and educational and language stream was however never an entirely successful 
one. Instead, the racial project it was engaged in is better described as a ideological 
struggle engaged with other unions, and to a greater extent, against the colonial and 
local governments’ labeling of the organization as communist and subversive. In this 
section, the focus accordingly shifts from the SFSWU’s demands in terms of 
challenging prevailing conditions of race and class to the dynamics of the ideological 
struggle it was involved in through its efforts to rearticulate race and class. 
 
                                                
99 Sidney Woodhull, Oral History Recordings. Accession No. 000572, Reel No. 3. National Archives 
of Singapore. 
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As Woodhull explains, one of the key thrusts of the SFSWU was “trying to 
bring about a closer united trade union movement”.100 However, there were many 
unions, mostly right-leaning ones, that resisted its unifying efforts. A good example is 
the Singapore Telephone Board, which itself was split between left-wing and right-
wing unions – a division that corresponded to the Chinese and English-educated 
camps respectively. Within the English-educated right-wing Singapore Telephone 
Board Workers’ Union (STBWU), there was a reinforcement of the divide between 
the Chinese and English-educated unions, with a belief that the Chinese-educated 
unionists were particularly susceptible to Communism. This is evident in the account 
of Mohammad Esa bin Abdullah, one of the union members of the STBWU: 
 
Because in the Telephone Board we had various departments. Like the Underground 
Department was controlled by the communist union, belonging to Lim Chin Siong. 
Their headquarters was in Middle Road. He was the one always agitating this group 
of workers to go on strike, the underground cable workers. The other one I can’t 
remember his name, also a Chinese, he was controlling the other sectors of the 
workers, like the Overhead Department, the Repair Section. These belonged to the 
militant trade unionists… Those in the Accounts Department, Traffic Department, the 
telephone operators, we can stand to reason. Those in the Underground Department, 
Overhead Department, maybe because of their way of thinking, the militant unionists 
could make use of them… because most of our section, like the telephone operators 
and the Accounts Department, we were English educated whereas those others they 
came from the Chinese stream or the Indian stream. So they could be easily 
influenced.101 
 
From the point of view of the English-educated Abdullah, the vernacular-educated 
workers like those from the Chinese and Indian streams were most “easily 
influenced” by Communist elements, and this accounted for the militant left-wing 
control of the Underground and Overhead departments where most of these workers 
belonged to. In contrast, he considered the English-educated workers from the other 
                                                
100 Sidney Woodhull, Oral History Recordings. Accession No. 000572, Reel No. 3. National Archives 
of Singapore. 
 
101 Mohammad Esa bin Abdullah, Oral History Recordings. Accession No. 001688, Reel No. 6. 
National Archives of Singapore. 
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departments less easily influenced as they could “stand to reason”, thus defining the 
difference between the English and Chinese-educated workers not on the basis of 
ideological preference (right versus left-wing) but that of rationality. This echoes the 
common position of the colonial and local government’s view of the Chinese workers 
and middle school students’ activities in dismissing their demands, and viewing them 
instead as manipulated groups under the influence of the Communists. Evidently, 
while the SFSWU attempted to bring the Telephone Board under its organization in 
the name of a unified class struggle, this was resisted through a reinforcement of the 
social division between the Chinese and English-educated workers, and the view of 
the Chinese-educated workers as irrationally susceptible to Communist influence and 
manipulation. 
 
 Even within industries that were under the monopoly of the Chinese, such as 
in the printing line, there was an ideological struggle with regards to the SFSWU’s 
position on multiracialism. The printing and publishing industry comprised almost 
entirely Cantonese workers who were mainly right-leaning, in comparison to the 
majority of the left-wing Hokkien Chinese members of the SFSWU. Because of this 
ideological difference, when the SFSWU tried absorbing the right-wing Singapore 
Chinese Printing Workers’ Union (SCPWU), this was also met with much resistance, 
as recounted by unionist Ng Soo Siah: 
 
At that time there was the SFSWU. According to my understanding, their 
organization was for the purpose of bringing all the workers together, and organize 
under the same flag. We certainly did not agree, because we felt that the printing 
industry belonged to the world of cultural workers. Our relation was not bad, but we 
weren’t close either, but definitely not enemies … In the various industries in 
Singapore and Malaysia (the then Malaya) related to printing, this was the 
specialization of the Cantonese people, just like the coffee shops by the Hainanese. If 
you were not Cantonese, or if you could not speak Cantonese, you shouldn’t even 
consider entering that line of business … For the SFSWU, because of multiracialism, 
their thinking was more progressive, so they objected to this practice, and objected to 
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the SCPWU because it was too conservative. Because the SCPWU workers had much 
solidarity in their standpoint, they could not be persuaded to be represented by an 
organization that did not have any specialization.102 
 
From Ng’s account of the situation in the 1950s where the SFSWU’s multiracialism 
was at odds with the SCPWU’s more exclusive membership, the role of ethnicity in 
union formation thus became the arena of ideological struggle, in which the SFSWU’s 
“progressive” objective of uniting unions across racial and ethnic lines conflicted with 
the SCPWU’s “conservative” stance in maintaining its Cantonese loyalties. Although 
the SCPWU was resolute in not allowing itself to be absorbed by the SFSWU, the 
influence of the SFSWU’s multiracialism was nonetheless evident later in 1959 when 
it renamed itself the Singapore General Printing Workers’ Union (SGPWU) to reflect 
a more inclusive stance towards the various races, even if the significance at that time 
was still more symbolic than real. 
 
 While the struggle with other unions they were attempting to unite tended to 
involve a contestation over the meanings associated with being Chinese or English-
educated as in the case of the Telephone Board, or over the issue of multiracial 
representation as observed in the SCPWU, the SFSWU’s main struggle was against 
the state – the colonial government as well as the subsequently elected Labour Front 
coalition government. The state saw the activities of the SFSWU as dangerous, 
subversive and Communist-inspired, and dismissed their demands as being 
exploitative of the industrial situation. This position is well characterized in colonial 
secretary William Goode’s correspondence with the Colonial Office in London dated 
22 June 1955, in which it was mentioned with certainty that the key members of the 
                                                
102 Ng Soo Siah, Oral History Recordings. Accession No. 001576, Reel No. 3. National Archives of 
Singapore. 
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SFSWU – Lim, Fong, Devan Nair, Woodhull and Puthucheary – were responsible for 
the riots during the Hock Lee incident:  
 
Four or five determined leaders at the Headquarters of the Singapore Factory and 
Shop Workers’ Union, issued orders direct to trusted lieutenants, each occupying a 
key position in the constituent unions of the two big affiliations, the Bus Workers’ 
Union and the Factory and Shop Workers’ Union. These lieutenants have all been 
placed in those unions for this purpose. The pattern is the same as that of 1948. As 
long as this organization exists it can be used swiftly to exploit any genuine industrial 
grievance.103  
 
By drawing the link between the SFSWU and the Singapore Federation of Trade 
Unions (SFTU), an MCP-run umbrella organization which was also labeled a 
Communist organization in 1948, Goode dismissed the legitimacy of the SFSWU’s 
project. It was therefore concluded that the SFSWU and the “Middle Road” unions in 
general were interested in politics rather than the economic welfare of their workers 
and were only exploiting the political freedom initiated by the Rendel Constitution 
and their increased bargaining power against employers. This was expressed in 
another letter dated 28 February 1956: 
 
Because of their fascination for politics they have several times been blinded to the 
real interests of the workers… It is their present policy to refrain from any action 
which might prejudice the prospects of early independence for Singapore, but there is 
little doubt that once it is achieved they will seek to exploit the situation to their own 
advantage.104  
 
From the point of view of the colonial government, the political activities of the 
SFSWU were considered separate from its industrial concerns, and it was judged that 
the SFSWU exploited the latter for the purpose of the former. This position was taken 
                                                
103 W. A. C. Goode to Alan Lennox-Boyd, 22 June 1955. Colonial Office, London. Colonial Office 
Correspondences, CO 1030/366: 59-60. 
 
104 Labour Situation and Possible Future Developments. 28 February 1956. Colonial Office 
Correspondences, CO 1030/366: 21. 
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further by the Labour Front government led by Lim Yew Hock,105 who had declared 
the SFSWU “a pure political militant organization dedicated to, and organized for, 
and emotionally attuned to struggle”106 and comprised: 
 
a group of leaders of political subversion who are deceiving the workers and the 
public and using the difficulties of the working people not as something to be 
improved but something to be exploited and magnified and manipulated as an 
instrument to undermine Government (sic) so that they can achieve power.107 
 
To the SFSWU unionists, however, trade unionism and politics were always 
approached together. In Fernandez and Loh’s account of the left-wing trade union 
movement in Singapore the argument is made that “the economic and the political 
was necessarily intertwined”, citing union leaders who asserted that political agitation 
was “inseparable from any labour movement” (Fernandez and Loh, 2008: 207). As 
established earlier in this thesis, anti-colonialism was central to the trade union 
movement; as such, the work of the unions cannot be conceived separately from its 
political position of opposing a colonial system that impeded the achievement of 
racial and class equality.108 
 
                                                
105 Ironically, evidence has since surfaced from the Colonial Office records that Lim Yew Hock was in 
fact the one who had provoked the riots in 1956 to bring about Lim Chin Siong’s detention. This was 
the finding of Poulgrain (2001: 117), citing an “Extract from note of a meeting between Secretary of 
State and Singapore Chief Minister, 12 December 1956” which read: 
 
Lim Yew Hock said that he felt it essential to take this action in order to prove that a democratic form of 
government would survive in Singapore and to deal with the subversive threat before he came to this 
country to ask for further constitutional advance. In taking this action, he had provoked the riots and this 
had enabled the detention of Lim Chin Siong. (CO 1030/498: 36/582/09). 
 
106 Singapore Legislative Assembly Debates. 1956. Vol. 2. Column 418. 
 
107 Ibid.  
 
108 This point has been reiterated repeatedly by the left-wing trade union leaders. As late as 1962, the 
president of the SBWU, Koh Teng Song argued: “As long as colonialism still remain (sic) in our 
country and before its complete eradication, any wish for fundamental change of the basic problems of 
the workers is impossible” (SBWU 14th Anniversary Souvenir, 1962). 
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 In response, the work of the colonial government in refusing to accept the 
validity of the unionists’ political activism and dismissing their activities as 
Communist and subversive functioned to deflect attention from the legitimate race 
and class-based concerns of the latter. This facilitated the establishment and 
maintenance of the colonial state’s hegemony in legitimizing its own rule and its 
position in steering the decolonization process towards a non-Communist future. 
Embedded within this political discourse, however, was the inherent assumption of 
Singapore requiring the paternalistic guidance of the colonialists in their path to 
political independence, which was precisely the ideology challenged through the anti-
colonial movements spearheaded by the left-wing trade union movement. The work 
of the SFSWU in contesting this colonialist position and in rearticulating race and 
class thus constituted what Omi and Winant (1994: 68) consider “political opposition 
[that] necessarily takes shape on the terrain of hegemony”, as characterized by “its 
insistence on identifying itself and speaking for itself, its determined demand for the 
transformation of the social structure, its refusal of the ‘common sense’ 





 Considering the broader context of social and political contestations in the 
postwar anti-colonial movement, to claim that the SFSWU’s activities from 1954 to 
1956 had transformed structures and representations of race and class in Singapore 
may seem an overstatement. However, the organization needs to be recognized for its 
role in contesting these structures and representations. In particular, it had challenged 
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the prevailing social division between the English and Chinese-educated – 
demonstrated in this chapter to be a complex interplay of both race and class – 
through its conscious effort to project a multiracial front, not only in terms of political 
representation, but also in ideology. This was an especially difficult task, considering 
the deep ties of ethnicity that dictated both the division of labor and union formation 
and mobilization. As such, the sociological significance of the SFSWU in Singapore’s 
postwar history rests not merely in its mobilization and consolidation of the anti-
colonial left-wing trade union movement, but in the implications of its ideological 
struggle in rearticulating race and class.  
 
If the study of the SCMSSU demonstrated the mutual reinforcement of race 
and class in anti-colonial politics, the ideological struggles the SFSWU was involved 
in shows with greater clarity how the two may become simultaneously reconfigured 
in the process. Race, Gilroy asserts, is “a political category that can accommodate 
various meanings which are in turn determined by struggle” (Gilroy, 1991: 38). This 
resonates well with Omi and Winant’s notion of racial formation, where race is 
regarded as the reality that is constantly “created, inhabited, transformed, and 
destroyed” (Omi and Winant, 1994: 55). In the case of the left-wing trade union 
movement, such changing uses of race in relation to class in the context of political 
struggle may be observed. For the SFSWU, this involved an attempted articulation of 
racial and ethnic bases of labor mobilization with a class-based program that sought to 
transcend differences along the lines of race, ethnicity and language stream. 
Interestingly, this was approached not by collapsing issues of racial inequality under 
an overarching class struggle, but by fusing the two, in doing so reshaping the terrain 
on which the ideological contestation of race and class occurred.  
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What this means to the sociological study of anti-colonial movements in 
postwar Singapore is in turn a redefinition of how race and class inequality may be 
conceptualized and the form through which these inequalities were challenged and 
their meanings reinterpreted. The left-wing trade union movement, together with the 
Chinese middle school student movement, elucidate the analytical limitation of 
viewing any one movement in isolation from the other or apart from the overall anti-
colonial motivation that propelled the two. On a conceptual level, this implication 
finds its parallel in the argument that contestations of race and class during this period 
should also not be viewed as co-existent, separate projects. Instead, the mutual 
interdependence of the students and the workers provides the empirical platform for 
understanding the interconnectedness of contestations of race and class. This 
constitutes the primary concern of the following concluding chapter, where the socio-
political significance of both movements is contextualized in the broader historical 
process of the development of multiracialism in postwar Singapore, which in turn 
allows for the consideration of several theoretical implications of this thesis not only 
for the sociological and historical study of postwar Singapore, but also the larger 





Towards a Race and Class-Based History of Postwar Singapore 
 
At its founding in 1954, the PAP was constituted by a coalition of left-wing unionists 
and a group of British-educated professionals under the common banner of anti-
colonialism… In classic Gramscian fashion, like all groups that successfully 
transformed their respective polities, this professional group was a breakaway 
fragment from its own class and corporate interests. Instead of continuing to enjoy the 
advantages granted to them by the colonial regime, the fragment saw its long-term 
interest in identification with other subaltern classes. It was able to articulate and 
represent the anti-colonial sentiment of all the subaltern classes as the general or 
universal interest of the society and in doing so set itself up to lead the decolonisation 
process.  
 






 This thesis began with the objective of dealing theoretically with the 
sociological vacuum in the historical conceptualization of postwar Singapore politics. 
Even with the recent emergence of revisionist histories challenging prevailing official 
ones, little attention has thus far been given to analyzing how race and class have 
come to be rearticulated through the socio-political movements of this period, with 
the relationship between the two persisting as a major theoretical challenge. 
Sociologists, for instance, have either stressed the importance of one over the other, or 
remained ambiguous about the relationship between the two. It was thus the starting 
premise of this thesis to propose a critical perspective towards the conceptualization 
of race and class, one that allowed for the complex interplay of race and class in terms 
of their socio-political constructions. This was adapted partly from Omi and Winant’s 
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(1994) racial formation perspective, which emphasizes how the notions of race and 
class constitute “regions of hegemony” which not only overlap, intersect and combine 
with each other, but are also rearticulated historically through various political 
projects. 
 
 The application of this perspective to the history of Singapore’s postwar 
politics guided the path and scope of the thesis towards the critical juncture of 1954 to 
1956, the briefest of periods during which the anti-colonial movement was at its peak, 
and race and class-based consciousness were most heightened. Of particular 
sociological interest were the Chinese middle school student movement and the left-
wing trade union movement – movements that were engaged in contestations of race 
and class in Singapore society. The previous chapters accordingly proceeded to 
explicate the colonial construction of race and class in Singapore and account for the 
resultant postwar wave of anti-colonialism, as exemplified most evidently through the 
articulated demands of and the political discourses deployed by the two movements. 
By systematically identifying the ways in which race and class were interpreted, 
mobilized and eventually rearticulated, the contestations of these colonially 
established structures and representations of race and class were thus demonstrated 
and their respective political trajectories traced.  
 
 These trajectories were approached by identifying the ideological discourses 
used through the individual movements, with priority given to the oral history 
accounts of the participants involved. It was with these individual accounts that the 
interpretations, mobilizations and rearticulations of race and class were analyzed, by 
uncovering the various motivations, worldviews and ideologies through which such 
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contestations occurred. This has been largely confined to the respective perspectives 
of the Chinese middle schools students and left-wing trade unionists, who had 
frequently represented the conditions of race and class in Singapore society in terms 
of the social divide between the Chinese and English-educated groups, and blamed 
the colonial order for such racial and class inequalities in society. What is required at 
this point, however, is a theoretical analysis of the ideological trajectories of these 
movements and a re-situation of these movements in the broader historical narrative 
of Singapore’s postwar political developments. This will in turn establish the basis for 
the further development of a race and class-based history of postwar Singapore, and 




The Anti-colonial Construction of Multiracialism 
 
 As demonstrated in Chapters Four and Five, the politics of postwar Singapore 
was framed in racial terms by both the Chinese middle school students and the left-
wing trade unionists. The Chinese middle school students projected themselves 
repeatedly as a racially discriminated group. For example, they viewed the 
government’s harsh treatment of the SCMSSU as a case of racial discrimination, 
citing the relative ease with which the English-educated students could form political 
organizations. While this was more precisely a difference of language-stream, the 
Chinese students’ viewpoint often stemmed from their own racial means of 
identification and mobilization, conflated with both ethnic and national sentiments of 
being Chinese. For the SFSWU, a similar process of racialization may be observed: 
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society was viewed in terms of its race and class divisions, and economic inequality 
between locals and expatriates was framed as an issue of racial discrimination. In both 
movements, there was therefore a racialized form of self and group identification as 
well as a racialized critique of the colonial government’s prevailing ideology and 
policy, with a common advocacy of multiracialism109 through which it was argued 
that every racial group should be accorded equal status and given the right to its own 
culture, language and education. This constituted the two movements’ shared 
rearticulation of race in postwar Singapore society. 
 
  This ideological advocacy of multiracialism was of course not new. In 
Chapter Three, the MDU was highlighted as one of the first political parties to embark 
on such a project, calling for a unity across race and class in the abolition of the color 
bar. This was a project that ran concurrently with the multiracial proposal of The 
Peoples’ Constitution drafted in 1948 by a coalition between the Pusat Tenaga 
Ra’ayat (PUTERA) and All-Malaya Council of Joint Action (AMCJA). The MDU 
was a key player in the drafting of this document, which articulated the multiracial 
position taken by the anti-Federation movement in opposition to the racially 
discriminatory Federation of Malaya agreement. However, the MDU’s failure to 
make much of an impact may be attributed to its limited popular support from the 
working classes. It was in this regard that the PAP, also founded by a local English-
                                                
109 As Chua (2003: 58) explains, “[f]or reasons of colonial history, Singapore uses the term 
‘multiracialism’ instead of ‘multiculturalism’ to signify its multicultural policies and administrative 
practices”. This is in reference to the legacy of Singapore’s multiethnic demographic by way of 
colonial migration policies, and the subsequent colonial racialization of Singapore society as discussed 
in Chapter Three. Therefore, while it bears similarities to multiculturalism as embraced in societies like 
Australia and Canada, multiracialism in Singapore relies less on the liberal discourse on group rights 
and recognition, and more on the active, ongoing racialization of the population as underpinned by the 
ideology of equality between these rigidly-defined racial differences. Benjamin (1976: 67) captures this 
best when he describes multiracialism as “the ideology that accords equal status to the cultures and 




educated elite with a similarly anti-colonial motivation, gained an advantage over its 
predecessor in championing the causes of the Chinese-educated and the working 
classes, in doing so securing for itself a strong, popular electoral base.110 
Multiracialism as a subversive ideological position against the colonial establishment 
subsequently emerged through the PAP’s articulation of its own anti-colonial 
discourse with the race and class-based dissatisfactions from both the Chinese middle 
school student activists and the left-wing trade unionists.  
 
 It is worthwhile devoting some attention to this initial anti-colonial use of 
multiracialism. The existing literature on Singapore’s multiracialism (Benjamin, 
1976; Hill & Lian, 1996; Chua, 2003), while incisive in identifying the ideological 
basis of multiracialism and its embeddedness in the manufactured consent of the 
PAP’s rule since political independence in 1965, says much less about the origins of 
its construction as located in the founding of the PAP and its relationship with the 
anti-colonial movement. As the main ideological discourse deployed for consolidating 
an emergent anti-colonial movement, multiracialism in this early form was a 
discourse constructed as a direct antithesis to colonial ideology and policy.111 In the 
PAP’s manifesto,112 drafted for the party’s inauguration in 1954, a blueprint for anti-
                                                
110 In fact, the popular support for the PAP was so great that by the time the party contested the 1955 
elections, the majority of its election workers were the Chinese-educated and Mandarin speaking 
(Fong, 1980: 31) despite its English-educated executive leadership. 
 
111 While the argument is made for the anti-colonial origins of multiracialism in Singapore, it must be 
recognized that it was also driven by “political sensitivities” at that time from the Chinese-educated, 
“whose growing influence on the island was felt through the ballot box” (Hill & Lian, 1996: 93). As 
established in Chapter Four, the Chinese-educated began to assume a Malayan consciousness in the 
mid-1950s (Hara, 2003), becoming increasingly concerned about their political and economic stake in 
Singapore as they considered their stakes in a Malayan future. Multiracialism, as expressed in most 
concrete terms in the 1956 All Party Report, was thus a result of the mounting political pressure from 
the Chinese-educated, who articulated their demands in the anti-colonial terms explored throughout 
this thesis. 
 
112 Manifesto of the People’s Action Party, 1954. 
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colonial multiracialism was charted by situating it within the larger regional 
movement of postwar decolonization and subsequently calling for an overhaul of the 
colonial system. This was to be achieved through the introduction of a new 
democratic, socialist system founded on the basis of racial equality, the most 
immediate effect of which may be seen in the Party’s significant contribution to the 
All-Party Report in Education Policy in 1956, a document emphasizing the need for 
the equal treatment of the various races in the area of education.113 
 
 This was a discourse that consciously incorporated the race and class-based 
concerns of the anti-colonial movement. For example, the manifesto echoes the 
sentiments of the Chinese students in opposing the colonial suppression of Chinese 
education and language, as well as that of the left-wing trade unionists in challenging 
the economic inequality between racial groups,114 rearticulating these demands in a 
multiracialist form that was equally socialist and anti-colonial: 
 
This education policy is justified on the ground that an independent Malaya is based 
on linguistic uniformity. Linguistic diversity, we are repeatedly told, is one of the 
great obstacles to political unity and independence. We repudiate the proposition that 
suppression of the mother tongues or their relegation to positions of minor 
importance is a pre-requisite for national unity. Linguistic diversity is in no way 
incompatible with the interests of a united Malayan nation. The immediate barrier to 
unity and independence is not linguistic differences but colonial rule and the unequal 
and unbalanced economic development of the three main Malayan communities 
which colonial rule has engendered. Having regard to the racial composition of 
Malaya official recognition should be given to Chinese and Tamil languages together 
                                                
113 It must be noted, as Yeo (1973: 170) points out, that the All Party Report “did not completely meet 
the views of the PAP, the SFSWU and the SCMSSU”. For the PAP, the main contention was the 
failure of the Report to call for Malay to be the national language. The SFSWU and the SCMSSU 
opposed the Report from the other end of the argument, on grounds that the retention of English as the 
national language did not signal a clean enough break from colonialism and was ultimately detrimental 
to the process of nation-building. 
 
114 The consolidation of the demands of the Chinese students and left-wing unionists must be 
understood in terms of the PAP’s close and inseparable ties with their associated organizations, with 




with English and Malay which are now the two official languages of the Government 
in the Federation.115 
 
In this excerpt, the demands of the Chinese students for the right to vernacular 
education and the preservation of Chinese culture is framed in multiracial terms by 
inserting these demands on the same level as the demands of their compatriot Malays 
and Indians, as enabled by the discursive framework of multiracialism. Similarly, the 
demands of the left-wing trade unionists in challenging the economic disparity 
between racial groups is incorporated as well in the PAP’s multiracialism, which 
shared a similar political objective of racial and class equality. 
 
From the PAP’s perspective at that time, this promotion of racial and linguistic 
diversity did not impede the process of nation-building; instead, it was the inequalities 
created and perpetuated through the system of colonial rule that stood in the way of 
both race and class equality as well as national unity. Multiracialism – through the 
equal recognition of the various vernacular languages (Chinese, Malay, Tamil and 
English) – was therefore the means by which the inequalities of colonial rule were to 
be overturned. The effect of the PAP’s rearticulation of the Chinese middle school 
students’ demands may be seen in the way the SCMSSU begun to frame its own 
demands in multiracialist terms as well, starting from its formation in 1954 when their 
public statements were consciously addressed to “fellow citizens of the various 
races”.116 From the onset, the students were evidently situating themselves in a 
broader multiracial context by expressing their demands in more inclusive rather than 
exclusive terms. Subsequently, the SCMSSU issued a statement in 1956 calling for 
                                                
115 Manifesto of the People’s Action Party, 1954. Reproduced in Fong (1980: 22). 
 
116 For example, Nanyang Siang Pau, 12 October 1954. 
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Malay to be the national language and for its study to be compulsory in schools 
(Wilson, 1978: 217). The contestation of race through the SCMSSU’s particularistic 
position was thus both rearticulated by the PAP117 as well as consolidated under the 
PAP’s multiracial discourse. 
 
 While this initial formulation of multiracialism was socialist in calling for the 
need to “reduce inequalities of wealth” and the “establishment of equal citizenship, 
regardless of race, religion or language”,118 its subsequent ideological trajectory 
indicates a shift away from these socialist foundations and a move towards a re-
racialization and proletarianization of the population. Gradually, the PAP’s use of 
multiracialism, especially beginning from the 1970s, came to be marked by a re-
racialization of the population with a rigid CMIO (Chinese, Malay, Indians, Others) 
classification with an accompanying essentialization of each of the races (Benjamin, 
1976). As Chua (2003: 71) argues, this shift may be located in the implementation of 
English as the primary language of education in 1974, on top of the retention of its 
use in public administration and commerce since independence in 1965. While 
English is justified as a “neutral” first language to every racialized Singaporean, Chua 
points out that this is in fact an ideological illusion considering its colonial legacy. 
Instead, it served the purpose of buttressing Singapore’s much-cherished value of 
meritocracy, and although it was considered “racially neutral”, it was certainly never 
“class neutral” since children with English-educated parents from middle class 
backgrounds were almost certainly in a more advantaged position (Ibid: 72-3).  
 
                                                
117 Particularly with Lee Kuan Yew as the SCMSSU’s legal advisor. 
 
118 Ibid: 23. 
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The implication of this racialization of Singapore society was therefore not 
merely administrative or representational; it was structural as well in determining 
one’s “mother tongue” or compulsory second language, and as a factor in public 
housing allocation (Hill & Lian, 1996: 100). As the discourse of racial equality came 
to be paired with that of meritocracy amidst the wave of nation-wide industrialization 
and the disciplining of the workforce as productive labor, race and ethnicity became 
depoliticized (Brown, 1994), and the issue of class reduced to the notion of individual 
responsibility. Postcolonial multiracialism thus functioned as a pillar upholding 
meritocracy and as an ideological support for Singapore’s developmentalism, with the 
retention of the idea of racial equality serving to distract the populace from the state’s 
abandonment of its original objective of class equality. This transformation is 
particularly striking when one contrasts the initial anti-colonial use of multiracialism 
as a means of contesting race and class in Singapore with its postcolonial variant that 
instead reinforced racial difference and class division, a difference most indicative of 
the degree of ideological reworking attempted and achieved through the years by the 
PAP. 
 
 What must be noted here is the function of the PAP’s consolidation of populist 
movements and the articulation of their interests and demands in terms of a coherent 
multiracialist discourse in forming the basis of its political legitimacy. Accordingly, 
while the previous chapters have demonstrated the specific ways in which both the 
SCMSSU and the SFSWU had challenged the colonial order through their respective 
contestations of race and class, this has to be contextualized within the PAP’s broader 
articulation of these contestations. That this version of “multiracialism” was to be 
rearticulated again upon the PAP’s assumption of power and throughout its political 
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dominance in Singapore not only demonstrates its obvious socio-political 
construction, but also reveals its ideological function by showing the different 
purposes it served at various historical junctures. Thus, while it is useful, for example, 
to view multiracialism as a means of social control in the post-colonial Singaporean 
case (Chua, 2003), such a conception needs to be historically located in its colonial 
context and viewed apart from, in relation to, and as a political rearticulation of its 
original anti-colonial expression. 
 
 A further point of clarification suffices here. To argue that the anti-colonial 
movements were eventually consolidated under the PAP’s political program does not 
imply that the attempted rearticulations of race and class through those movements 
were therefore futile and accounted for nothing. Instead, the political struggles of the 
SCMSSU and the SFSWU showed how the historical shift towards a multiracial form 
of governance through the PAP was reliant on and founded upon the anti-colonial 
process of contesting the prevailing inequalities of race and class. Because the two 
movements garnered mass support especially from the marginalized segments of 
society, the PAP could only stand to gain from championing their causes. As such, 
even though the original anti-colonial form of multiracialism was to be ultimately 
transformed to accommodate the PAP’s emergent communitarian order (Goh, 2008), 
the historical stamp made by these anti-colonial movements on the PAP’s ascendancy 
to power and in legitimizing its initial political mandate ensures that the socio-
political legacy of the SCMSSU and the SFSWU will always remain a foil to the 




Revisiting the Race and Class Debate 
 
 Having situated the anti-colonial movements’ contestations of race and class 
within the PAP’s ideological work of incorporating their demands into a multiracialist 
discourse, it is appropriate at this point to return to the theoretical concerns spelt out 
at the beginning of this thesis – the much-debated relationship between race and class. 
The framework adopted was the Critical Race perspective, which as argued in 
Chapter One accords the greatest theoretical space for charting this relationship. 
Studies on American society by Omi and Winant (1994) and on the British case by 
Gilroy (1991) were both shown to employ such critical approaches towards 
conceptualizing race and class. For Omi and Winant, race and class are regarded as 
regions through which political hegemony is contested, and viewed in terms of how 
they articulate with each other in complex ways. With a similarly critical approach, 
Gilroy stresses the openness of race as a political category whose meaning may be 
fought over, either as an alternative to class struggle or as a factor contingent in the 
process of class formation. The possibilities for the interrelationship between race and 
class are clearly wide and far-reaching, but the challenge remains in situating these 
relations within the historically specific process of decolonization, and more broadly, 
in a postcolonial context. 
 
The suitability of both works to this thesis, with their political conceptions of 
race and class, need not be further elaborated. The important question, however, 
pertains to the contribution this thesis makes to the Critical Race perspective adopted. 
To begin with, the case studies of the SCMSSU and the SFSWU affirm the complex 
interrelationship between race and class. As Omi and Winant point out, race and class 
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constitute “regions of hegemony” around which political projects take shape. These 
“regions of hegemony” have no clear boundaries, “so political conflicts will often 
invoke some or all these themes simultaneously” (Omi & Winant, 1994: 68). These 
scenarios are evident in the SCMSSU, where the racial position adopted by the 
Chinese students was often combined with their identification with the working class. 
For the students, both race and class formed the basis of political action, and just as it 
is difficult dissociating their student activism from their involvement in industrial 
disputes, it is impossible to treat as separate their racial and class-based motivations. 
Similarly, the SFSWU addressed the issues of racial and class inequality concurrently 
in challenging the Chinese/English-educated divide, which incorporated dimensions 
of both race and class as explained in Chapter Five. 
 
While it is helpful to recognize the complexity with which race and class 
overlap with each other in political struggle, the most pertinent task is in fact 
identifying exactly how the two combine and relate to each other. As Gilroy clarifies, 
“the processes of ‘race’ and class formation are not identical. The former is not 
reducible to the latter even where they become mutually entangled”. This is 
particularly so considering “the very emptiness of racial signifiers”, which accounts 
for its political volatility when “the practices and ideologies which comprise it 
become less stable and more contradictory” (Gilroy, 1991: 40). In the case of postwar 
Singapore, the persistent contradiction of racial inequality was a major catalyst for the 
anti-colonial movement, and as such was a contingent factor in class mobilization. As 
established in Chapter Three, the emergence of the postwar anti-colonial movement 
may be traced to the mounting contradictions inherent in the “rule of colonial 
difference”, which continued to perpetuate a system of racial inequality between the 
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colonials and the colonized. A direct connection may be made between the initial 
middle class discontent with these contradictions to the eventual left-wing working 
class appropriation of the labor movement under the SFSWU, which confronted this 
issue of racial inequality through its resolve to transcend racial and ethnic boundaries 
under a unified class-based struggle.  
 
In the case of the SCMSSU, rather than race being contingent in the process of 
class mobilization, it was instead convergent with class, with the two being mutually 
reinforcing. The racial motivation of their student activism, based on a particularistic 
identification with Chinese civilization and a motivation to preserve Chinese culture, 
was one that existed in parallel with their class motivation, which stemmed both from 
their identification with the working class and an arguably universalistic reading of 
the egalitarianism of Communist ideology. To the students, these particularistic and 
universalistic motivations for mobilization did not conflict with each other; instead, 
both race and class were invoked simultaneously in their activism and reinforced each 
other. For example, the students’ discontent with the colonial government’s treatment 
of Chinese education may be attributed directly to their view of the government as 
racially discriminatory in its intention to relegate Chinese education. This view, 
though, was reinforced by their class-consciousness, which derived from the largely 
working class occupations they occupied upon graduation. Conversely, the unifying 
force of the students’ racial position reinforced the strength of their class-based 




The theoretical conclusions explored so far relate to the movements’ 
respective treatments and approaches towards race and class, which demonstrate the 
contingent as well as mutually reinforcing relationships between the two in the course 
of mobilization. Both the Chinese students and the left-wing trade unionists, however, 
also attempted to challenge existing structures and representations of race and class, 
and to rearticulate them in specific ways. As Omi and Winant point out, such 
contestations are projects that necessarily take place on the terrain of hegemony –
drawing from Gramsci’s theory that state rule resides not simply in coercion but more 
importantly, by securing the ideological consensus of the masses. Viewed in these 
terms, the contestations of race and class by the Chinese students and the left-wing 
trade unionists occurred on such a terrain of hegemony, or more precisely, as counter-
ideologies resisting the hegemonic rule of the postwar colonial government and 
unmasking the race and class-based contradictions of its rule.  
 
While the post-colonial hegemonic rule of the PAP has been well established 
(Chua, 1995), less attention has been given to understanding the colonial process of 
securing hegemony, which was evident even during decolonization and the colonial 
state’s paternalistic approach to guiding Singapore and Malaya towards self-
government and independence. In Harper’s (1999) work on the colonial approach to 
decolonization in Malaya, although no mention is made of the hegemonic role of the 
colonial state, much of the evidence provided gives good reason for such a view. 
Harper, for example, demonstrates the late colonial approach to Malayanization 
through its “quest for an Anglicised vision of the ‘Malayan’ in active citizenship and 
in art and literature” (Harper, 1999: 275). Instead of imposing a fully Anglophile, 
Anglophone state, the colonial government attempted to create a colonially-inspired 
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Malayan politics and culture,119 a strategy Harper suggests was “pursued in Malaya in 
the shadow of a Communist insurrection” (ibid: 275). The approach of the colonial 
state in steering the path of decolonization, may thus be viewed as hegemonic: an 
ideological project motivated by a desire to create and safeguard a non-Communist 
environment that could continue to preserve British economic interests.120  
 
It was with this doggedly anti-communist stance that the hegemonic colonial 
state (and subsequently the Labour Front-coalition government elected in 1955) 
worked to discredit the ideological positions of the Chinese student activists and the 
left-wing trade unionists, doing so by denouncing their activities as subversive and 
dangerous, and by labeling them Communists. This brings back to relevance the 
discussions in the previous two chapters regarding the degree of Communist influence 
in the respective movements. In Chapter Four, it was argued that while the influence 
of Communist ideology on the Chinese middle school students is undeniable, the 
colonial and local governments’ view that the SCMSSU was formed and directed 
entirely by the MCP was certainly a tenuous one. In addition, the oral accounts of the 
Chinese students, while mostly recognizing the appeal of Communism as an ideology, 
echo the view that this influence was not homogenous; instead, the students felt that 
Communism was used as a blanket label by the government to refer to any movement 
                                                
119 This was in fact a case of the colonials “entrenching the English language as the first language of 
the post-colonial elite” (Harper, 1999: 276). Colonial culture, however, was not well received by the 
masses, resulting in the proliferation of colonialist viewpoints that declared Singapore as not having yet 
developed “that class that lifts itself, intellectually and aesthetically, above the deadening influence of 
the masses” (Moore, 1954, cited in Harper, 1999: 282). 
 
120 According to Trocki (2006), for example, the British understood the inevitability of decolonization, 
and thus in this period sought to “leave behind a government that they could continue to influence and 
that would defend their economic interests in the region” (Trocki, 2006: 109). In the context of 
beginnings of the Cold War and the Communist victory in China in 1949, this ideally meant the 
transition of power to a non-Communist indigenous elite. 
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that was anti-colonial.121 For the SFSWU, the same labeling practice was adopted, 
and while the charge of being Communists was also leveled on the SFSWU leaders, 
they were singled out more for their political subversion and accused of taking 
advantage of the industrial situation for their own political gains. 
 
In both cases, the movements’ criticisms and subsequent rearticulations of 
prevailing structures and representations of race and class were ignored by both the 
colonial and local government. The charges of “Communist” and “subversive” thus 
served to discredit the demands of the students and unionists, as well as deflect 
attention from the conditions of racial and class inequalities that continued to persist 
in postwar Singapore. As argued in Chapter Three, these inequalities were rooted in 
the “rule of colonial difference” that the anti-colonial movements so vehemently 
opposed. In this regard, the confrontation of the anti-colonial movements with the 
colonial and post-colonial state may be considered an ideological stalemate, with the 
former’s attempted rearticulations of race and class reinscribed and dismissed by the 
hegemonic state as politically subversive.122 It may be noted that this response by the 
state, especially under Lim Yew Hock’s tenure as Chief Minister starting in 1956, was 
                                                
121 As one Chinese middle school student observed, “At that time, I also could not understand why the 
colonial government had viewed every Chinese school student as Communist. Actually, this was not so 
– I feel the colonial administration regarded all the Chinese school activities, from those of the teachers 
to the students, regardless of their discursive expression, as opposed towards colonialism. Especially so 
in these cases, even when what they said had nothing to do with Communism, [the colonialists] 
regarded as exactly the same as Communism. So they had a blanket view of all Chinese schools as 
being Communist. In reality, were all the Chinese school students Communist? Certainly not.” (Lee 
Sing Tiong, Oral History Recordings. Accession No. 002066, Reel No. 12. National Archives of 
Singapore) The label of “Communist” clearly served as a useful means of regarding any form of anti-
colonialism as “subversive”. 
 
122 This was indeed the point of contention at the 1956 Legislative Assembly, where the subjective 
usage of “subversion” was pointed out by PAP representative Lee Kuan Yew, who was protesting 
against the government’s arbitrary detention of student leaders and trade unionists (Singapore 
Legislative Assembly Debates, 1956, Vol. 2. 4 October 1956). 
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not only hegemonic but also clearly coercive, the latter evident in the widespread 
arrests and detention of the student activists and trade unionists deemed subversive. 
 
As was also argued in Chapters Four and Five, the ideological struggles both 
movements engaged in was not restricted to that against the hegemonic state, but also 
within the movements themselves, through which conflicting ideological positions 
had to be worked out. This was especially evident in the case of the SCMSSU, where 
particularistic and universalistic concerns both featured in the student activists’ 
motivations and ideological viewpoints.123 Evidently, the struggle for particularistic 
group rights gained legitimacy only when expressed in more universalistic terms. In 
the case of the SFSWU, their ideological struggle was with other trade unions, 
especially right-wing ones that preferred maintaining their Chinese representation 
rather than forge new multiracial ones. Even when the SFSWU attempted to project a 
multiracial representation, it nonetheless had to grapple with the strongly ethnic and 
racial bases for labor mobilizations in the unions under its umbrella. As such, the 
ideological positions of the anti-colonial movements were by no means homogenous, 
but rather were deeply involved in internal ideological struggles as much as they 
rallied to oppose the colonial government as a united front. 
 
Returning to the debate on the relationship between race and class, the study 
of contestations of race and class on the terrain of hegemony and ideological struggle 
                                                
123 Such a conflict brings to mind the broader dilemmas of multiculturalism, as identified by Charles 
Taylor (1994), between the politics of equal dignity and the politics of difference. The former, based on 
the idea that all individuals are deserving of equal respect, leads to the demand for treating people in a 
difference-blind manner. The latter, on the other hand, asserts the rights to recognition of individuals 
and groups to their respective identities and cultures. While Taylor argues for a balance of the two from 
a liberal position, a similar tension may be noted in the Chinese student activists in both demanding 
political recognition for Chinese language and education, and at the same time articulating their 
demands in universalistic terms.  
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not only reveals their respective political conceptions, but also demonstrates the 
exceptional instability of their meanings when employed by the various movements. 
The political use of race by the SCMSSU was mediated through both ethnic and 
nationalistic sentiment, and combined with the students’ working class identification. 
For the students, race thus assumed a cultural significance and was articulated with 
class in a mutually reinforcing configuration through which the existing inequalities 
of race and class were challenged. The SFSWU, in comparison, was more deliberate 
in contesting the meaning of racial difference in attempting to transcend racial and 
ethnic divisions through the collaboration between the Chinese and English-educated 
unionists, under the broader motivation of a united class struggle. As evident in both 
movements, the rearticulations of race and class involved in particular the challenging 
of existing race and class inequalities in response to the social and economic divide 
between the Chinese and English-educated segments of society. In the theoretical 
terms of Omi and Winant, both movements may be considered racial and class 
projects in which different configurations of race and class were employed in 






 The paths undertaken through the course of this thesis may be summed up in 
several broad arguments. First, there has been a neglect of the sociological study of 
race and class in postwar history of Singapore, a problem compounded by the existing 
lack of theoretical consensus regarding the relationship between race and class. While 
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this thesis offers no straightforward answer to that theoretical problem, it does 
demonstrate the efficacy of the Critical Race perspective in making sense of the social 
transformations of race and class within the specific context of decolonization. In 
particular, the Critical Race perspective’s flexibility in conceptualizing the interplay 
between race and class in their respective political dimensions allows for a precise 
identification of the ways in which race and class were confronted and contested in 
the postwar period marked by a distinct instability of their structures and 
representations.  
 
 Second, race and class must be viewed in terms of their colonial origins, and 
the instability of their structures and representations in the immediate postwar period 
as arising from the increasing unfeasibility of this “rule of colonial difference”. As a 
result of this mounting contradiction, the socio-political movements that emerged in 
the postwar period need to be viewed not simply in terms of the particularistic 
demands by their respective groups (such as students or workers), but more 
importantly as embracing a common anti-colonial sentiment. The forms of protest and 
mobilization in both the Chinese middle school student movement and the left-wing 
trade union movement were therefore primarily anti-colonial in motivation, 
considering the respective political discourses employed in their critiques of 
colonialism for creating and perpetuating existing inequalities of race and class in 
Singapore society. However, the colonial response of labeling these movements as 
Communist and politically subversive served to deflect attention from these legitimate 
concerns and sought to instead reinforce the strength of colonial hegemony. 
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 Third, putting together the Critical Race perspective and the political context 
of anti-colonialism allows for a clear explication of interpretations, mobilizations and 
rearticulations of race and class in the SCMSSU and SFSWU. This subsequently 
forms the basis for pinpointing the specific configurations of race and class that may 
be observed through both movements, as divided into relationships in which race was 
contingent in the process of class formation (such as in the SFSWU) and when race 
and class were mutually reinforcing (in the SCMSSU). In both cases, the flexibility of 
race as a signifier accentuated its instrumental, political use through the frequent 
conflation of race with ethnicity (in trade union formation) and nationalism (in 
Chinese student mobilization). Common to both movements as well was the way 
prevailing conditions of race and class inequality not only influenced the respective 
movements’ interpretations and mobilizations of race and class, but also became the 
points of contestation in their attempted rearticulations of race and class, as operating 
on the level of ideological discourse. Particularly, existing divisions of race and class 
were rearticulated through the SCMSSU, which championed the right to Chinese 
education and culture in multiracialist terms, and the SFSWU, which sought to 
transcend race and ethnicity through a unified class struggle across both English and 
Chinese-educated unions. 
 
 Finally, these configurations of race and class, as interpreted, mobilized and 
rearticulated in both movements cannot be viewed in isolation; instead, they need to 
be resituated historically in the ideological work of the PAP in consolidating their 
interests under an overarching multiracialist discourse. If the efforts of the SCMSSU 
and SFSWU constituted specific attempts to challenge colonial hegemony, then the 
PAP’s multiracial standpoint must be recognized as establishing the party’s own 
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hegemony as leaders of the decolonization process and eventually as Singapore’s 
ruling elite. What is sociologically significant here is the shifting position of the 
PAP’s multiracialism in relation to race and class. In its initial formulation, 
multiracialism was articulated with the party’s concurrent anti-colonial and socialist 
orientations. Race and class were therefore closely intertwined, with colonial rule 
blamed for perpetuating race and class inequality and the PAP in response lobbying 
for both race and class equality. This has to be contrasted with the party’s subsequent 
rearticulation of multiracialism with the process of industrialization and the ideology 
of meritocracy. Upon the expired relevance of anti-colonialism and the PAP’s gradual 
abandonment of socialism,  race and class became dislocated, with the drive for racial 
equality replaced by a re-racialization of the population, and class equality discarded 
in favor of an ideology of meritocracy that supported economic productivity. 
 
The arguments and implications considered in this section all point towards 
the sociological salience of race and class in the analysis of postwar Singapore 
history, especially in terms of the ongoing contestation of interpretations of race and 
class. It is to this extent that the postwar period in Singapore was indeed chaotic, not 
simply on the level of frequency of riots and political instability as is commonly 
regarded, but rather in terms of how the destabilized structures and representations of 
race and class were most violently contested. Such a view, in turn, reshapes our 
understanding of this period of Singapore’s history, particularly in terms of how the 
process of decolonization should be conceptualized. From an elitist historical point of 
view, decolonization is regarded as either a process of political transition from a 
colonial order to a non-Communist, pro-capitalist indigenous elite (as was the 
colonial standpoint) or a period of social disorder and political instability (as is the 
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ruling PAP’s standpoint today). Instead, from the sociological point of view explored 
in this thesis, decolonization was both the context as well as the impetus for 
challenging the colonial order which was perceived as impeding the path towards 
racial and class equality and social justice. 
 
 One way forward, then, is the further development of the sociological 
approach to reconstructing and making sense of postwar Singapore history, one that 
embraces the critical perspective initiated by the emergent wave of revisionist 
historians in their analysis of the socio-political transformations that occurred during 
this period. As shown in the course of this thesis, it was in the postwar period of 
decolonization that race and class were most contested and destabilized, due largely to 
the ideological work employed by movements led by the Chinese middle school 
students and the left-wing trade unionists, whose shared anti-colonial position was 
based on a common desire for political independence and social justice. This was 
especially evident through the oral history accounts from members of both 
movements, which have served to elucidate the motivations, dynamics and political 
discourses involved. It becomes clearer, therefore, that the future writing and analysis 
of postwar Singapore history has to go beyond the well-worn official narrative of the 
PAP’s heroic triumph over “Communist” and “subversive” elements, to considering 
instead the party’s role in first consolidating and representing the interests of its 
competitors before eventually eliminating them en route to securing its political 
monopoly over Singapore. At the same time, it has to take a step beyond emergent 
revisionist narratives that have reinstated the historical significance of these 
movements, to establishing the movements’ sociological significance in contesting 
and rearticulating race and class during this period. 
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 In projecting a farther sighted view beyond the shores of postwar Singapore 
history, this thesis also sheds light on possible directions for the future empirical and 
theoretical study of race and class in postcolonial contexts. Particularly, it 
demonstrates the value of viewing the trajectories of race and class in political 
struggle as occurring not through a straightforward colonial/postcolonial transition, 
but more accurately as actively contested in the period and process of decolonization. 
What this means is the relations, meanings and politics of race and class in post-
colonial society may be explained in terms of their socio-political construction 
through colonial rule and capitalist intervention, but only insofar as this colonial 
legacy is recognized as constituting a mounting contradiction and political impetus for 
contestation in the context of decolonization. This suggests the importance of locating 
and rooting macro-level historical perspectives in the ground-level socio-political 
movements that were most directly involved in challenging and rearticulating race 
and class. 
 
On this issue of explaining inequalities of race and class in a post-colonial 
context, Loomba (1998: 111) stresses how a “complex amalgam of economic and 
racial factors operates in anchoring the present to the colonial past”. How exactly 
such a research program is to be approached was charted almost thirty years ago by 
Stuart Hall (1980), who at that time sketched the emergence of a new field in which 
the relationship between race and economic processes is conceptualized in light of 
both the historical context of colonialism and contemporary relations between 
“developed metropolitical and ‘underdeveloped’ satellite economic regions of the 
world” (Hall, 1980: 308). The defining character of this emergent field was its 
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commitment to work out how the present articulates with the colonial past, and how 
race and class are themselves articulated in a social formation. Thirty years on, the 
new field that he was anticipating has since developed into the Critical Race 
perspective. In continuing with this critical tradition of identifying the precise, 
historically specific ways in which relations of race and class were articulated and 
contested, it is no less a modest hope that this thesis has served to signal the way 
forward for a historically-conscious sociology and a sociologically-informed history 




Abrams, Philip. 1982. Historical Sociology. Somerset: Open Books. 
 
Alatas, Syed Hussein. 1977. The Myth of the Lazy Native: A Study of the Image of the 
Malays, Filipinos and Javanese from the 16th to the 20th Century and Its 
Function in the Ideology of Colonial Capitalism. London: Frank Cass. 
 
Althusser, Louis. 1969. For Marx. London: Verso. 
 
Althusser, Loius and Étienne Balibar. 1970. Reading Capital. London, New York: 
Verso. 
 
Anatomy of Communist Propaganda. 1950. Kuala Lumpur: Malaya Federation 
Department of Public Relations.  
 
Anderson, Benedict. 1991. Imagined Communities (Revised Edition). London, New 
York: Verso. 
 
Awbery, S. S. and F. W. Dalley. 1948. Labour and Trade Union Organisation in the 
Federation of Malaya and Singapore. Kuala Lumpur: H. T. Ross. 
 
Banton, Michael. 1998. Racial Theories (Second Edition). Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 
 
Barot, Rohit and John Bird. 2001. “Racialization: The Genealogy and Critique of a 
Concept” in Ethnic and Racial Studies, 24(4): pp. 601-18. 
 
Benjamin, Geoffrey. 1976. “The Cultural Logic of Singapore’s Multiracialism” in R. 
Hassan (ed.) Singapore: Society in Transition. Kuala Lumpur: Oxford 
University Press. 
 
Bhattacharyya, Gargi, John Gabriel and Stephen Small. 2002. Race and Power: 
Global Racism in the Twenty-First Century. London and New York: 
Routledge. 
 
Blalock, Hubert M. 1967. Toward a Theory of Minority Group Relations. New York: 
Wiley. 
 
Bloodworth, Dennis. 1986. The Tiger and the Trojan Horse. Singapore: Times Books 
International. 
 
Bommes, Michael et. al. 1982. “Popular Memory: Theory, Politics, Method” in 
Richard Johnson et. al. (Eds.), Making Histories: Studies in History-writing 
and Politics. London: Hutchinson. 
 
Bonilla-Silva, Eduardo. 1997. “Rethinking Racism: Toward a Structural 
Interpretation”, American Sociological Review, 62(3): 465-80. 
 
 143 
Brown, David. 1994. The State and Ethnic Politics in South-East Asia. London and 
New York: Routledge. 
 
Cameron, John. 1865. Our Tropical Possessions in Malayan India: Being a 
Descriptive Account of Singapore, Penang, Province Wellesley, and Malacca; 
Their Peoples, Products, Commerce, and Government. London: Smith, Elder 
and Co. 
 
Chatterjee, Partha. 1993. The Nation and Its Fragments: Colonial and Postcolonial 
Histories. Princeton: Princeton University Press. 
 
Cheah, Boon Kheng. 1974. The Malayan Democratic Union 1945-1948. Master of 
Arts Dissertation. Kuala Lumpur: University of Malaya. 
 
Chew, Daniel. 2005. “A Review of the Oral History Collection of the National 
Archives of Singapore” in Reflections and Interpretations: Oral History 
Centre 25th Anniversary Publication. Singapore: National Archives of 
Singapore. 
 
Chew, Melanie. 1996. Leaders of Singapore. Singapore: Resource Press. 
 
Chua, Ai Lin. 2008. “Imperial Subjects, Straits Citizens: Anglophone Asians and the 
Struggle for Political Rights in Inter-War Singapore” in Michael D. Barr and 
Carl A. Trocki (eds.) Paths Not Taken: Political Pluralism in Post-War 
Singapore. Singapore: NUS Press. 
 
Chua, Beng Huat. 1995. Communitarian Ideology and Democracy in Singapore. 
London: Routledge. 
 
Chua, Beng Huat. 2003. “Multiculturalism in Singapore: An Instrument of Social 
Control”, Race and Class, 44(3). 
 
Clifford, James and George E. Marcus. 1986. Writing Culture: The Poetics and 
Politics of Ethnography. Berkeley: University of California Press. 
 
Clutterbuck, Richard. 1985 [1973]. Conflict and Violence in Singapore and Malaysia 
1945-1983. Singapore: Graham Brash. 
 
Cox, Oliver C. 1948. Caste, Class and Race: A Study in Social Dynamics. New York: 
Monthly Review Press. 
 
Crawfurd, John. 1820. History of the Indian Archipelago: Containing an Account of 
the Manners, Arts, Languages, Religions, Institutions, and Commerce of Its 
Inhabitants. Edinburgh: Archibald Constable. 
 
Darwin, Charles. 1871. The Descent of Man, and a Selection in Relation to Sex. 
London: J. Murray. 
 




Du Bois, W. E. B. 1990 [1903]. The Souls of Black Folk. New York: Vintage. 
 
Durant, Thomas J. Jr., and Kathleen H. Sparrow. 1997. “Race and Class 
Consciousness Among Lower- and Middle-Class Blacks”, Journal of Black 
Studies, 27(3): 334-51. 
 
Edgell, Stephen. 1993. Class. London, New York: Routledge. 
 
Emerson, Rupert. 1937. Malaysia: A Study in Direct and Indirect Rule. New York: 
Macmillan. 
 
Eriksen, Thomas H. 1993. Ethnicity and Nationalism: Anthropological Perspectives. 
London: Pluto Press. 
 
Evans, Richard J. 1999. In Defense of History. New York, London: W. W. Norton. 
 
Fairburn, Miles. 1999. Social History: Problems, Strategies and Methods. New York: 
McMillan. 
 
Fanon, Frantz. 1968. The Wretched of the Earth. New York: Grove Press. 
 
Fernandez, Michael and Loh Kah Soon. 2005. “The Left-Wing Trade Unions in 
Singapore, 1945-1970 in Michael D. Barr and Carl A. Trocki (eds.) Paths Not 
Taken: Political Pluralism in Post-War Singapore. Singapore: NUS Press. 
 
Fong, Sip Chee. 1980. The PAP Story – The Pioneering Years. Singapore: Times 
Periodicals. 
 
Fredrickson, George M. 1981. White Supremacy: A Comparative Study in American 
and South African History. New York: Oxford University Press. 
 
Furnivall, J. S. 1948. Colonial Policy and Practice: A Comparatice Study of Burma 
and Netherlands India. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  
 
Gamba, Charles. 1962. The Origins of Trade Unionism in Malaya: A Study in 
Colonial Labour Unrest. Singapore: Eastern Univesities. 
 
Geertz, Clifford. 1973. The Interpretation of Cultures. New York: Basic Books. 
 
Gilroy, Paul. 1991. There Ain’t No Black in the Union Jack: The Cultural Politics of 
Race and Nation. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
 
Gobineau, Arthur de (2000 [1855]) “The Inequality of Human Races” in The Idea of 
Race, eds. R. Bernasconi and T. L. Lott. Indianapolis, Cambridge: Hackett. 
 
Goh, Daniel P. S. 2008. “From Colonial Pluralism to Postcolonial Multiculturalism: 
Race, State Formation and the Question of Cultural Diversity in Malaysia and 
Singapore”, Sociology Compass, 2(1): 232-52. 
 
 145 
Goldberg, David T. 1992. “The Semantics of Race” in Ethnic and Racial Studies, 
15(4): 543-69. 
 
Goldberg, David T. 1993. Racist Culture: Philosophy and the Politics of Meaning. 
Cambridge: Blackwell. 
 
Goldberg, David Theo and Philomena Essed. 2002. “Introduction: From Racial 
Demarcations to Multiple Identifications” in David Theo Goldberg and 
Philomena Essed (eds) Race Critical Theories. Oxford: Blackwell. 
 
Gramsci, Antonio. 1971. Selections from the Prison Notebooks of Antonio Gramsci, 
ed. and trans. Quintin Hoare and Geoffrey Nowell Smith. New York: 
International. 
 
Greele, Ronald J. “Movement without Aim: Methodological and Theoretical 
Problems in Oral History” in Robert Perks and Alistair Thomson (Eds.) The 
Oral History Reader. London, New York: Routledge. 
 
Guha, Ranajit. 2000. “On Some Aspects in the Historiography of Colonial India” in 
Vinayak Chaturvedi (ed.) Mapping Subaltern Studies and the Postcolonial. 
London, NewYork: Verso. 
 
Guillaumin, Colette. 1995. Racism, Sexism, Power and Ideology. London, New York: 
Routledge. 
 
Hack, Karl. 1995. “Screwing Down the Peope: The Malayan Emergency, 
Decolonisation and Ethnicity” in Hans Antlov & Stein Tonneson (eds.) 
Imperial Policy and Southeast Asian Nationalism 1930-1957. Curzon Press. 
 
Hall, Stuart. 1980. “Race Articulation and Societies Structured in Dominance” in 
Sociological Theories: Race and Colonialism. Paris: UNESCO. 
 
Hara, Fujio. 2003. Conversion in Identity Consciousness 1945-1957. Singapore: 
Singapore University Press. 
 
Harper, T. N. 1998. The End of Empire and the Making of Malaya. New York: 
Cambridge University Press. 
 
Harper, T. N. 2001. “Lim Chin Siong and the ‘Singapore Story’” in Tan Jing Qwee 
and K. S. Jomo (eds.) Comet in our Sky. Kuala Lumpur: INSAN.  
 
Heyzer, Noeleen and Wee Gek Sim. 1972. Trade Union Leaders in Singapore. 
Working Paper No. 4, Department of Sociology. Singapore: University of 
Singapore. 
 
Hill, Michael and Lian Kwen Fee. 1996. The Politics of Nation Building and 
Citizenship in Singapore. London: Routledge. 
 
Hirschman, Charles. 1986. “The Making of Race in Colonial Malaya: Political 
Economy and Racial Ideology.” Sociological Forum, 1(2): 330-61. 
 146 
 
Hirschman, Charles. 1987. “The Making and Measurement of Ethnicity in Malaysia: 
An Analysis of Census Classifications” in The Journal of Asian Studies, 46(3): 
555-82. 
 
Hoh, Yoon Sang. 1958. The Student Leaving the Chinese Middle School. Research 
Paper, Department of Social Sciences. Singapore: University of Malaya. 
 
Hong, Lysa and Huang Jianli. 2008. The Scripting of a National History: Singapore 
and Its Pasts. Singapore: NUS Press. 
 
Huang, Jianli. 2008. “The Young Pathfinders: Portrayal of Student Political 
Activism” in Michael D. Barr and Carl A. Trocki (eds.) Paths Not Taken: 
Political Pluralism in Post-War Singapore. Singapore: NUS Press. 
 
Hurst, Charles E. 1972. “Race, Class, and Consciousness”, American Sociological 
Review, 37(6): 658-70. 
 
Kua, Busan. 2007. Teachers Against Colonialism in Post-War Singapore and Malaya. 
Petaling Jaya: INSAN. 
 
Lee, Huay Leng. 2003. “Editorial Report” in Tangent, 6, pp. 3-6. 
 
Lee, Jo-Anne and John S. Lutz. 2005. Situating “Race” and Racisms in Time, Space, 
and Theory: Critical Essays for Activists and Scholars. Kingston: McGill-
Queen’s University Press. 
 
Lee, Kuan Yew. 1998. The Singapore Story: Memoirs of Lee Kuan Yew. Singapore: 
Singapore Press Holdings, Times Editions. 
 
Liew, Kai Khiun. 2006. “Labor Formation, Identity, and Resistance in HM Dockyard, 
Singapore (1921 – 1971) in International Review of Social History, 51, pp. 
415-39. 
 
Lim, Sok Chek. 1967. The Leftwing Trade Union Movement in Singapore: An 
Analysis of Collective Bargaining and other Economic Policies of the 
Leftwing Trade Unions. Unpublished Thesis. Singapore: University of 
Singapore. 
 
Liu, Hong & Sin-Kiong Wong. 2004. Singapore Chinese Society in Transition: 
Business, Politics, & Socio-Economic Change, 1945-1965. New York: Peter 
Lang. 
 
Loh, Kah Seng. 2007. “Introduction: At the Gates of History” in Tangent, 6(2): 12-7. 
 
Loomba, Ania. 2005. Colonialism/Postcolonialism (Second Edition). London, New 
York: Routledge. 
 
Makepeace, Walter, Gilbert E. Brooke and Roland St. J. Braddell. 1921. One 
Hundred Years of Singapore. London: John Murray. 
 147 
 
Marx, Karl. 1975 [1854]. Karl Marx, Frederick Engels: Collected Works, trans. R. 
Dixon et. al., Vol. 39. London: Lawrence & Wishart. 
 
Mason, David. 1986. “Introduction. Controversies and Continuities in Race and 
Ethnic Relations Theory” in Theories of Race and Ethnic Relations, eds. J. 
Rex and D. Mason. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Maylam, Paul. 2005. “Unravelling South Africa’s Racial Order: The Historiography 
of Racism, Segregation, and Apartheid” in Situating “Race” and Racisms in 
Time, Space, and Theory: Critical Essays for Activists and Scholars, eds. J. 
Lee and J. Lutz. Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press. 
 
Miles, Robert. 1982. Racism and Migrant Labour. London: Routledge. 
 
Moore, Donald. 1954. “The Story of a Glorious Failure” in New Malaya, 3, pp. 18-31. 
 
National Archives of Singapore. 2007. Memories and Reflections: The Singapore 
Experience. Singapore: Oral History Centre, National Archives of Singapore, 
National Heritage Board. 
 
Omi, Michael and Howard Winant. 1994. Racial Formation in the United States: 
From the 1960s to the 1990s (Second Edition). New York, London: 
Routledge. 
 
Park, Robert E. 1950. Race and Culture. Glencoe: Free Press. 
 
Perks, Robert and Alistair Thomson. 1998. “Introduction” in Robert Perks and 
Alistair Thomson (Eds.) The Oral History Reader. London, New York: 
Routledge. 
 
Portelli, Alessandro. 1991. The Death of Luigi Trasulli and Other Stories: Form and 
Meaning in Oral History. New York: State University of New York Press. 
 
Poulgrain, Greg. 2001. “Lim Chin Siong in Britain’s Southeast Asia De-colonisation” 
in Tan Jing Qwee and K. S. Jomo (eds.) Comet in our Sky. Kuala Lumpur: 
INSAN. 
 
Prezworski, Adam. 1977. “Proletariat into a Class: The Process of Class Formation 
from Kautsky’s ‘The Class Struggle’ to Recent Controversies”, Politics and 
Society, 7(4).  
 
Purcell, Victor. 1967. The Chinese in Malaya. Kuala Lumpur: Oxford University 
Press. 
 
PuruShotam, Nirmala. 1996. “Disciplining Difference: Race in Singapore” in Joel S. 
Kahn (ed) Southeast Asian Identities: Culture and the Politics of 
Representation in Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore and Thailand. Singapore: 
Institute of Southeast Asian Studies. 
 
 148 
Rattansi, Ali. 1994. “’Western’ Racisms, Ethnicities and Identities in a ‘Post-modern’ 
Frame” in Racism, Modernity and Identity: On the Western Front, eds. A. 
Rattansi and S. Westwood. Cambridge: Polity Press. 
 
Rattansi, Ali. 2005. “On Being and Not Being Brown/ Black-British: Racism, Class, 
Sexuality, and Ethnicity in Post-Imperial Britain” in Situating “Race” and 
Racisms in Time, Space, and Theory: Critical Essays for Activists and 
Scholars, eds. J. Lee and J. Lutz. Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queen’s 
University Press. 
 
Sivanandan, Ambalavaner. 1990. Communities of Resistance: writings on Black 
Struggles for Socialism. London: Verso. 
 
Solomos, John. 1986. “Varieties of Marxist Conceptions of ‘Race’, Class and the 
State: A Critical Analysis” in Theories of Race and Ethnic Relations, eds. J. 
Rex and D. Mason. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Stenson, M. R. 1970. Industrial Conflict in Malaya: Prelude to the Communist Revolt 
of 1948. London: Oxford University Press. 
 
Stenson, Michael. 1980. Class, Race and Colonialism in West Malaysia: The Indian 
Case. Queensland: University of Queensland Press. 
 
Stockwell, A. J. 1979. British Policy and Malay Politics During the Malayan union 
Experiment, 1945–1958. Kuala Lumpur: Council of the MBRAS. 
 
Stoler, Ann Laura. 1995. Race and the Education of Desire: Foucault’s History of 
Sexuality and the Colonial Order of Things. Durham, London: Duke 
University Press. 
 
Swettenham, Frank. 1907. British Malaya: An Account of the Origin and Progress of 
British Influence in Malaya. London: John Lane. 
 
Tan, Ern Ser. 2004. Does Class Matter? Social Stratifications and Orientations in 
Singapore. Singapore: World Scientific. 
 
Tan, Jing Quee and K. S. Jomo. 2001. Comet in Our Sky: Lim Chin Siong in History. 
Kuala Lumpur: INSAN. 
 
Tan, Kevin YL. 1999. “The Legalists: Kenny Bryne & Eddie Barker” in Lee’s 
Lieutenants: Singapore’s Old Guard, eds. Lam Peng Er and Kevin YL Tan. 
St. Leonards, NSW: Allen & Unwin. 
 
Tan, Liok Ee. 1988. “The Rhetoric of Bangsa and Minzu: Community and Nation in 
Tension, The Malay Peninsula 1900-1955”. Working Paper. Melbourne: 
Monash University, Centre of Southeast Asian Studies. 
 
Tangent: Special Bilingual Issue – Voices of History. 2003. Number 6. Singapore. 
 
 149 
Tangent: Special Issue – The Makers and Keepers of Singapore History. 2007. 6(2). 
Singapore. 
 
Tarling, Nicholas. 1993. The Fall of Imperial Britain in South-East Asia. Singapore: 
Oxford University Press. 
 
Taylor, Charles. 1994. Multiculturalism: Examining the Politics of Recognition, ed. 
Amy Gutmann. Princeton: Princeton University Press. 
 
Thompson, Edward P. 1963. The Making of the English Working Class. London: 
Gollancz. 
 
Tilly, Charles. 2001. “Historical Sociology” in International Encyclopedia of 
Behavioral and Social Sciences. Amsterdam: Elsevier. Vol. 10: pp. 6753-57. 
 
Trocki, Carl A. 1990. Opium and Empire: Chinese Society in Colonial Singapore, 
1800-1910. Ithaca: Cornell University Press. 
 
Trocki, Carl A. 2006. Singapore: Wealth, Power and the Culture of Control. London, 
New York: Routledge. 
 
Turnbull, C. M. 1989. A History of Singapore, 1819 – 1988. Singapore: Oxford 
University Press. 
 
Van den Berghe, Pierre L. 1967. Race and Racism: A Comparative Perspective. New 
York: Wiley. 
 
Van der Kroef, Justus M. 1967. Communism in Malaysia and Singapore: A 
Contemporary Survey. The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff. 
 
Wallerstein, Immanuel. 1991. “The Construction of Peoplehood: Racism, 
Nationalism, Ethnicity” in Etienne Balibar & Immanuel Wallerstein, Race, 
Nation, Class: Ambiguous Identities. London, New York: Verso. 
 
Wallman, Sandra. 1979. ‘Foreword’ in Ethnicity at Work, ed. Sandra Wallman. 
London: Macmillan. 
 
Wang, Gungwu. 1970. “Chinese Politics in Malaya” in The China Quarterly, 43.  
 
Warner, W. Lloyd. 1936. “American Class and Caste”, American Journal of 
Sociology, Vol. XLII, September: 234-7. 
 
Warnford-Lock, Charles George. 1907. Mining in Malaya for Gold and Tin. London: 
Carwither and Goodman. 
 
Warren, James Francis. 2003 [1986]. Rickshaw Coolie: A People’s History of 
Singapore 1880 – 1940. Singapore: Singapore University Press. 
 
 150 
Weber, Max. 1947 [1920]. The Theory of Social and Economic Organization: Being 
Part I of Wirtschaft and Gesellschaft, trans. A. R. Henderson and T. Parsons. 
London: W. Hodge. 
 
Wee, CJ W-L. 1999. “The Vanquished: Lim Chin Siong and a Progressivist National 
Narrative” in Lam Peng Er and Kevin YL Tan (eds) Lee’s Lieutenants: 
Singapore’s Old Guard. St. Leonards, NSW: Allen & Unwin. 
 
Wilson, H. E. 1978. Social Engineering in Singapore: Educational Policies and 
Social Change 1819-1972. Singapore: Singapore University Press. 
 
Wolpe, Harold. 1986. “Class Concepts, Class Struggle and Racism” in Theories of 
Race and Ethnic Relations, eds. J. Rex and D. Mason. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 
 
Wong, Ting-Hong. 2006. “Institutionally Incorporated, Symbolically Un-remade: 
State Reform of Chinese Schools in Postwar Singapore” in British Journal of 
Sociology of Education, 27(5), pp. 633-50. 
 
Yao, Souchou. 2007. Singapore: The State and the Culture of Excess. London, New 
York: Routledge.  
 
Yap, Sonny, Richard Lim and Leong Weng Kam. 2009. Men in White: The Untold 
Story of Singapore’s Ruling Political Party. Singapore: Singapore Press 
Holdings. 
 
Yeo, Kim Wah. 1973. Political Development in Singapore 1945-55. Singapore: 
Singapore University Press. 
 
Yeo, Kim Wah. 1992. “Student Politics in University of Malaya” in Journal of 
Southeast Asian Studies, 23(2), pp. 346-80. 
 
Yeo, Kim Wah. 1994. “Joining the Communist Underground: The Conversion of the 
English-educated Radicals to Communism in Singapore, June 1948 – January 
1951” in Journal of the Malaysian Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society, 67(1), 
pp. 29-59. 
 
Yeoh, Brenda S. A. 2003. Contesting Space in Colonial Singapore: Power Relations 
and the Urban Built Environment. Singapore: Singapore University Press. 
 151 
Appendix: Biographies of Oral History Interviewees 
 
 
Chen Say Jame 
Chen was a leader of the student movement in The Chinese High School until 1951 
when he was detained for organizing a “student picnic” on grounds for being 
Communist-influenced. He was schoolmates with Lim Chin Siong and Fong Swee 
Suan, and joined Fong in the SBWU after the 1955 elections as their paid secretary. 
He was detained in a mass arrest in 1957 and was released when the PAP assumed 
power in 1959, where he returned to union work. He was detained again in 1963 
under Operation Cold Store and eventually released in 1967. 
 
Cheng An Lun 
Cheng was Principal of The Chinese High School from 1948 to 1968. His oral history 




Chua was a student of Nanyang Girls’ High School in the early 1950s. Because of her 
right-wing position, she did not join in the SCMSSU. 
 
Fong Sip Chee 
Fong joined the PAP in 1955 as a member, and took part in the 1959 elections. He 
was first elected to the Legislative Assembly in 1963. He went on to be Senior 
Parliamentary Secretary in the 1970s, and from 1981 to 1985 was Minister of State 
for Culture and Foreign Affairs.  
 
Foo Shih Ching  
Foo was a student of The Catholic High School in 1954. During the student 
demonstrations against National Service that year, 6 student leaders were expelled. 
Foo joined 71 other students in a sit-in demonstration to show support for these 
leaders, but ended up being expelled as well. Two months later, he was accepted into 
The Chinese High School. Subsequently, he became a member of the SCMSSU and 
participated in its activities. 
 
Lam Yau Cheung 
Lam was born in Shanghai, and moved to Singapore in 1946. He enrolled in The 
Chinese High School in 1955, joined the SCMSSU and participated widely in its 
activities, including supporting striking workers and being a part of sit-in 
demonstrations. 
 
Lee Kim Leong 
Lee was a student on Chung Cheng High School from 1955. He was a member of the 
SCMSSU, joined in the student support for the Hock Lee Bus Strike that year, and in 
the sit-in demonstration against the SCMSSU’s banning in 1956.  
 
Lee Sing Tiong  
Lee was a student of The Catholic High School in the 1950s, and transferred to Chung 
Cheng High School in 1954, where he studied until 1956. He was focused on 
studying, and did not join the student movement. 
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Lim Hock Siew 
Lim attended Raffles Institution and went on to study at the University of Malaya in 
the 1950s. He was involved in the forming of the University of Malaya Socialist Club 
and various other student organizations. Subsequently, he joined the PAP, and helped 
to campaign for Lim Chin Siong in the 1955 elections. In 1961, he joined other PAP 
members in breaking away from the party and establishing the Barisan Socialis. He 
was detained during Operation Cold Store in 1963 and was released in 1982. 
 
Mohammed Esa bin Abdullah 
Abdullah worked as a telephonist at the Singapore Telephone Board starting from 
1955, where he was a member of the Singapore Telephone Board Workers’ Union. 
 
Neill, James Desmond Howard 
Neill was the Principal Assistant of the Commissioner of Labour in charge of 
industrial relations in the Labour Department starting from 1954. He left his post in 
1957 to join Fraser and Neave. 
 
Ng Soo Siah 
Ng owned a printing firm and joined the Singapore Chinese Printing Workers’ Union 
in 1956.  
 
Puthucheary, James Joseph 
Puthucheary fought for the Indian National Army in Burma in the 1940s. In 1951, he 
was detained for his part in the Anti-British League (ABL). He joined the University 
of Malaya in 1952 after his release, and was part of the founding of the Socialist Club 
in 1953. In 1955, he was appointed as one of the secretaries of the SFSWU, and was 
also a member at the PAP’s inaugural meeting.   
 
Woodhull, Sandrasegaran (also “Sidney” or “Sandra” Woodull) 
Woodhull graduated from the University of Malaya in 1952, and helped to found the 
Socialist Club in 1953. He subsequently became the secretary for the Naval Base 
Labour Union and assistant secretary of the SFSWU. He was among the unionists 
detained during Operation Cold Store. 
 
 
 
 
 
